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Summary 


A slave and a Spectre. 
A biotic war-machine and an all-around turian bad boy. 


What might have happened if Shepard had never been rescued on Mindoir, and instead been 
thrown in a cage with rebel-turian Nihlus Kryik. 


Hero 


Chapter Notes 


Please note the content warnings. This is non-con, boys. We don't play nice here. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


One, two, three 


The sound was rhythmic. He could hear it, repetitive and quiet, coming from somewhere in 
the far corner of the room. 


Room. 
Perhaps that was not an apt term. 


No mere room would be lined with metal railing—with rusted chains and what he could only 
guess was a fire hose, left in a heap over a water-swamped drain. 


Damn that water is cold. 


Hard, too. It hit his back with enough force to make him lurch forward as the hose sputtered 
to life. He would’ve fallen if it wasn’t for the chain around his neck, keeping him tethered to 
the railing along the wall. 


Instead he merely made a choking noise as the chain dug in, robbing him of what little 
dignity he had left. 


Once whoever held the hose was satisfied with their work the water shut off, and Nihlus was 
left kneeling on the concrete, shivering and fully unclothed. His head hung a little, plates 
slack against his face. His thoughts were clouded. Whatever they’d given him was strong. 


All he could do was sit there, shoulders slumped, hands tied limply behind his back, listening 
to the rhythmic sound of something wet in the far corner of this...room. 


One, two, three 


The number of hours he was sure he’d been here. The number of years he’d spent as an 
official Spectre. The number of blows it took for a krogan to knock him hard into the void 
and drag him chained and limp into the back of their cargo ship. 


Shameful. Weak. 


It was the sound of blood—he knew that. The quiet, repetitive patter of life dripping from the 
turian half slung over a crate against the wall. Not a crate. A cage, he thinks to himself. At 


least, from what he can tell through the fog of sedatives. 
Whether the poor solider was still alive, he couldn’t rightly tell. 
He didn’t think it was likely. 


Something yanked against the chain around his neck. He growled, though the sudden motion 
made it more of a chirp. 


“Get off your plates, dog.” 


The yank came again, harder, pulling Nihlus forward and onto his feet. He staggered. An 
armored fist socked him hard in the gut. 


“Easy,” another voice stressed, “That’s valuable merchandise, welp.” 
There was a thud. 

“Watch it.” 

Then another. 


Nihlus stumbled again as someone shoved him sideways and the noise of a scuffle started. He 
heard the muffled sound of a landed blow. Then another. 


One, two, three 


Three footsteps and the door to the room was thrown open. A batarian came into view. His 
fleshy mouth was torqued into something of a grimace. 


“Cut the pissing match and get it in the cage. We’ve got one more coming in.” 


The scuffling stopped. He felt another jerk on the chain around his neck. This time Nihlus 
yanked back. He was rewarded with a solid punch to the mandible. 


“Not the face, you daft grunt.” He felt a hand grab him firmly by the chain. The batarian’s 
glassy eyes came into view. “He’s a pretty one. He’ll earn us some decent coin at the 
market... i/ you keep your meaty paws to yourself.” 


He should have been smarter. 
He should have been faster. 


He should have known better than to take a solo mission through batarian airspace to hunt 
down one of the most notorious slavers this side of Omega. And he’d been damn close, too. 


Reckless, he thought. 
He was always reckless 


Reckless saved lives. It left him a little fucked, however, when it came to saving himself. 


He should be home by now. Grabbing a drink at the bar on the Citadel. Taking home the first 
asari who offered to warm his bed to pass the night before he was expected to report back. 


Instead he’d been ambushed the moment he’d breached the warehouse. Almost like they’d 
been expecting him. He’d taken a nice little ride in the cargo hold of merchant ship. And now 
he was here, having a collar fastened to his neck, getting shoved backward toward the cage 
waiting behind him. The dead turian once slung over the top had now fallen to the floor. The 
blood inside the cage told him the poor soldier had likely been its first occupant. 


“Get him in.” 


The weight of the chain fell away, leaving only the newly fastened collar around his neck. 
The batarian shoved him backward. With his hands tied he wasn’t able to catch himself. He 
landed with a thud just inside the barred door. 


His thoughts swirled as he shook his head, trying to rid his mind of the damned sedative that 
seemed to make the whole room cloudy. One of the krogans reached toward him. Against his 
better judgment his plates pulled tight against his face and he snapped his teeth. The sudden 
flavor of blood told him he’d found his mark and he sunk in deeper, rearing back, dragging 
the krogan into the cage with him. 


“Shit, shit!” 


The cage rocked as the krogan struggled to pull his arm away. Nihlus snarled, using his leg to 
hook the panicking grunt with his spur, sweeping his feet out from under him. The krogan fell 
and Nihlus was quick to move on top of him. 


With his heart pumping it was easier to think clearly. 


Blood slicked the concrete beneath his bare knees as he straddled the wrestling krogan. He 
came down, hard, aiming his next bite for the grunt’s throat. His teeth snapped just short of 
his mark. 


Someone yanked him away by the collar. He landed on his back just beside the cage. Before 
he could scramble upright the collar around his neck emitted a low whine. 


There was a shock. Then—pain. 


Nihlus fell back against the concrete. The feeling was hot, pulsing, turning the world white in 
front of him. He felt his back arch off the ground. His whole body was rigid for a moment. A 
second later it stopped. 


He made a low whine, going slack on the floor. 
“Try it again. See what happens.” 


The batarian came to stand over him with the same grimace he had before. The sound of the 
door opened behind him and he saw several more enter the room. They were dragging 
something. Someone. 


A human. 
The other batarians tossed it on the floor near the water hose. 
“Take the bleeding krogan to the medic,” the one standing over him said. 


He heard them heft the grunt up off the floor and retreat through the door. Nihlus rolled over, 
trying to get a better view as the remaining krogan went toward the human on the ground. 


“Strip her. She reeks,” the batarian said, keeping his eyes on Nihlus. 


The human was small. Though perhaps it only seemed that way to him. It didn’t move when 
the krogan approached. Likely due to whatever sedative they’d also given him. If it was 
enough to knock a fully grown, Spectre trained turian on his ass, it was enough to knock a 
human out cold. 


What disturbed him the most, however, was when the grunt reached down to remove the 
human’s oversized shirt—very likely the only thing it was wearing. Unlike turians the human 
appeared to be soft and unplated, and from the smell of it, female. More than that, she was an 
unarmed civilian. And Nihlus would never forgive himself if he did nothing. 


He might not be flexible, but he certainly had the reach. When the krogan seized the tail end 
of her shirt, Nihlus sent his leg out, catching the human by her ankle with his spur and pulling 
her to him across the floor. The grunt leapt back as Nihlus dragged the unconscious human 
beneath him, coming up onto his knees over her—the only defensive posture he could 
manage. 


The krogan cursed. 


Nihlus bared his teeth and gave him a loud, warning snarl. The batarian reached for the omni- 
tool on his arm—likely the source of the shock from the collar on his neck. He furled his 
talons behind his back and waited for the pain. 


But none came. 
Instead the batarian held out his arm as the krogan came towards him. 


“Wait.” His fleshy mouth rose from a grimace into something of snarl. His beady eyes 
gleamed as he looked him over. “We’ve got ourselves a hero here,” he said with some 
amusement. 


Nihlus only growled again. He had no plan. No real way to protect the human, or himself. 
He didn’t move as the batarian took another step toward him. 
“You want to share a crate with a human, pup? Be my guest.” 


The grunt looked over at the batarian in confusion. Nihlus was still. 


“I’m sure that'll be one hell of a show once she wakes up. A real lesson in first contact war 
history.” The batarian lifted his arm and reached for his omni-tool. “Then we can see for 
ourselves how well humans and turians really get along.” 


The collar around his neck whirred as it came to life. He had no time to anticipate the pain 
before it came, and he crumpled, limp and whining, unable to stop the krogan from dragging 
the human out from under him. She was tossed into the cage first. He landed on top of her 
when he followed. 


The crate door swung shut. There was a beep, and the cuffs on his arms released. The collar 
on his neck shut off. Nihlus rolled over, bracing himself on hands and knees, panting for air. 
He heard the batarian laughing as they left the room. Then there was only silence. 


He was shaking. Something he couldn’t seem to stop. Both from cold and pain. He bowed his 
head, staring down at his talons a moment before gazing over to the crumpled human in the 
corner. 


The cage was short and narrow. They wouldn’t have much room to stretch out, if any, the top 
and sides made of a solid, ungiving metal. Only the front portion had bars—too thinly spaced 
for him to reach through. Though perhaps the human... 


He crawled over to where she lay on the floor. The long red fur that grew from her head was 
left strewn across her face like a curtain. There was a word for the fur, a name humans used 
for it, though he couldn’t quite remember. 


Nihlus reached for her, intending to check her pulse. But his pitiful lack of knowledge in the 
way of human biology stopped him. He wasn’t sure where to press in order to check. Was it 
the same as a turian? Would his talons cut her easily if he tried? 


Uncertain, he opted to crawl a little closer and lean over her, testing her smell with a cautious 
sniff. 


She didn’t smell dead. 


If he was quiet enough he thought perhaps he could hear the light flutter of her heart near the 
center of her chest. Before he could do more there was a sliding sound along the cage floor. 
He pulled back, watching her bare legs curl inward, and she emitted something of a whimper. 


A hand lifted to the side of her head, rubbing it as if it were sore. He figured she’d likely hit it 
when they tossed her into the cage. After a moment she pushed the long red tendrils of her... 
mane...?—damnit what was that word—out of her face, and her eyes opened. 


The human blinked a few times, slowly, before pulling herself upright, rubbing the front of 
her face with the heel of her hand. The top of her shirt slipped down to expose her shoulder. 


“Damn it,” he heard her say. 
Her legs curled further inward, like she was getting ready to stand. 


“Be careful,” Nihlus cautioned her, ““You’ll hit your head again.” 


There was barely enough room for him to sit upright. He thought it safe to assume even the 
human, as small as she seemed to him, would find standing impossible. 


The human’s hand dropped away from her face. She turned to look at him, obviously 
surprised to realize she wasn’t alone. He wondered if she would panic. 


For a moment he thought she might. She scooted away from him on her haunches until she 
met the back of the crate. Her eyes, a strange, liquid sort of green, roamed over him in alarm. 
Though, mercifully, she made no sound. 


Nihlus held his talons up in a gesture of surrender. 
“T won’t hurt you,” he told her. At least, he didn’t want to. Not unless she tried to first. 


Instead her eyes moved past him to the door of their cage. She pushed away from the back of 
the crate. 


“Shit, shit, shit.” 


Nihlus stiffened as she crawled towards him. She did nothing but brush him aside, reaching 
for the bars, giving them a surprisingly firm shake. He heard her curse again. 


A small spark of hope flickered as he watched her slender arm slip through the bars of the 
door. He could hear her hand, sweeping the outside metal, searching for a latch or lever, but 
snagged nothing. The glimmer of hope faded as she pulled her arm back inside. 


The human looked over at him. He thought for a moment she might speak. Then her 
shoulders slumped forward, her eyes became distant, and she crawled back to the end of the 
cage. 


Nihlus braced his hand against the top of the crate, trying to maneuver himself into a more 
comfortable position, where he didn’t have to duck his head to avoid hitting his fringe. 


“What is your rank, human?” 


If she was military perhaps they could help each other. The human didn’t answer him. Her 
head was bowed, eyes fixed on her own bare legs, laid in front of her. At least one of them 
could stretch out. 


“Can you tell me your name?” 
He shifted, trying to sit up a little more. Her head stayed bowed as she spoke. 
“T can’t understand you,” she said. 


Nihlus cocked his head a little. His eyes roamed her over and she lifted up her arm, pointing 
at her bare wrist before letting in fall back against the crate floor. 


It took him a moment to realize she was gesturing to her lack of omni-tool. 


Did humans not have implants? He had only ever come across a few. He knew they were 
fairly new to the game when it came to technology. Still, to rely on an external translator 
was...primitive. She must not spend much time traveling. 


Perhaps she was a colonist? 
A discouraging idea. One that likely meant she had very little combat training. 


His eyes fell to the collar around her neck. It looked much the same as his—though there was 
a light on hers that seemed to indicate it was active. He’d seen collars like it before, during 
his time in the military. They used them on captives with biotic abilities to keep them 
contained. 


That, at least, was a glimmer of hope. Assuming the human knew how to use them. Perhaps 
she could be useful after all. 


Nihlus scooted down a little, bending his knees so he could sit fully upright against the wall 
of the crate. His mind began to compile a list of details of everything he knew, everything he 
saw, and heard, hoping it would give him a vague notion of how they might get out of here. 


Once he failed to report back they would likely send out a recon team—he’d been careful to 
send detailed logs to his mentor during his scourge into batarian airspace. So they had a 
decent idea of where he was. Though he wasn’t sure where the cargo ship had landed. Or 
where they were now. 


If they were going to fight their way out, he would have to take out the batarian with the 
omni-tool first. They wouldn’t get far with collars on their necks. Which meant waiting for an 
opportunity to attack. Something that required patience. A quality Nihlus had plenty of. 


After a short period of silence he heard the door open, and footsteps trailed back into the 
room. The batarian appeared, tailed by one of the krogans, who went immediately to the fire 
hose still laid in the drain. The batarian came to stand in front of the bars. He heard the 
human rise up onto her knees from the back of the crate. 


“Getting comfortable in there?” the batarain asked snidely. 


The krogan behind him twisted the nozzle on the firehose. A jet of freezing water breached 
the crate. His plates went stiff and he heard the human yelp. 


“Told you she reeked,” the krogan chuffed. 


Nihlus lifted his arm to shield some of the spray from his face. It was cold—too cold—the 
force of the water giving him no room for air. He couldn’t breathe. 


The human behind him began gasping frantically. 
Spirits, they’re going to drown us. 


By the time the water shut off his body was numb. He bowed forward, folding over himself 
as far as the crate would allow, arms wrapped around his torso, trying to trap as much heat as 


he could. He was shivering hard—unable to stop it. 

Pathetic and weak. Try harder, pup. 

He could hear his mentor scolding him. 

Do something. 

Something splashed into the freezing water still pooled around his knees. 
“Soups on,” the batarian cackled. “Enjoy.” 


Nihlus looked down at the chunk of something, dark and rough—perhaps dried meat? It was 
acidic from the smell of it, neutral enough he could likely eat it and not get sick. Though no 
part of him wanted to. 


To his surprise the human crawled forward and snatched the food rather frantically. He turned 
to watch as she tore it hastily in half. 


“You should be careful.” 
Like she understood him. 


He knew from his time in the military that humans and turians had different tolerances for 
food—though there was a small amount of overlap that was neutral enough to both species. 


She was hungry, he could tell by the way her hands trembled as she handled the supposed 
food, tossing half of it into his lap before tearing into what she deemed her portion. 


The way she ate wasn’t much different than him. Though her teeth seemed poorly made for 
tearing food. All save a few were blunt—utterly useless in combat. She’d have to rely solely 
on her biotics for that. 


The last of the water drained away through the crate door as Nihlus sat back against the metal 
side. He could already feel his cowl beginning to ache. 


He watched the human eat, her long, colorful tendrils hanging wet and dripping from her 
head, darker now from the water. Her shirt was likewise soaked. Something that would soon 
be an issue once her hunger subsided and the cold crept in. 


Part of him wondered how long she’d been in custody. She was rather thin, though it was 
hard to tell given the size difference, and frantic enough to eat whatever they threw her. 
Given the circumstances she also seemed relatively. ..complacent. 


When she was finished Nihlus rose a little, bracing his forearm on the side of the crate as he 
turned to face her. He set his portion of the food on the floor beside the bars. She looked at 
him warily. He held out his hand to her, a gesture of yield, and motioned a talon to the collar 
on his neck. 


“Let me look,” he said, pointing to hers. He kept his voice smooth, neutral and soft, hoping it 
would ease her enough to trust him despite the language barrier. 


After a moment of studying him she seemed to discern what he meant. He watched as she 
reclined her head a little. It granted him a very naked view of her throat, one he was certain 
she didn’t intend, and his eyes trained quickly onto her collar, ignoring the pale, bared skin of 
her neck. 


He hooked a talon around the metal and gave a gentle pull. It wasn’t pliable enough to break 
without hurting her. And he’d been relieved of his omni-tool, so there was no chance of 
hacking it. He ran both hands around either side, seeking a seam, or a hinge, but found 
nothing. 


Damn. 


He let his hands fall away from her neck with a quiet growl. She was shivering now, a 
problem for both of them. Her eyes looked him over briefly, as if noting this herself, before 
flaring wide and quickly fleeting away. The skin on her face took a rapid, pink hue. 


Nihlus looked down at himself. He was naked, but not unplated, meaning anything 
vulnerable or intimate remained covered. Perhaps she was embarrassed? 


A long moment of silence followed before she spoke. Her voice was low, deep and hoarse. 
“Turn around,” she said. 


The arched fur above her eyes pulled together in a straight line. She didn’t meet his eye-line. 
After a moment of consideration Nihlus did as she said. He turned to face the door of the 
crate and sat with his legs arched, gazing out at the room. 


There was a wet, slopping sound, followed by water dripping onto the metal floor. Small 
droplets sprayed down his cowl as he imagined her wringing and shaking her sopping shirt. 
After another long moment of silence she murmured quietly, “Please don’t move,” followed 
by the press of her spidery hand on his back. He felt her as she came closer. 


Something soft and warm pressed against his back and—oh, oh spirits—heat! 


For a moment it made his trembling worse. Her arms slid around his torso and he quickly 
covered them with his own, trapping them against him. 


Spirits alive, humans are warm. 


Her skin nearly stung as she pressed the side of her unplated face to the back of his cowl. 
Nihlus rested his head against the side of the crate, grateful she was short enough to avoid the 
back of his neck and fringe. 


Neither of them spoke as they sat there, shivering, clinging to each other for warmth. Soon 
his thoughts grew dry and tired. Once enough of him had unthawed a low purr worked its 
way free from his chest. 


He felt her stiffen at the sound before seeming to relax again. A second or so later he felt her 
breathing deepen with the pattern of sleep. He was left alone then, staring out at the wall 
across from their cage, listening to the soft rhythm of the water dripping from the hose. 


One, two, three 
He was going to find a way out of here. 


He was going to get them out. 
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He wasn’t sure how long they’d been asleep. The human’s arms were still wrapped around 
him, trapped in by his, though both of them were now dry. 
“Well. Isn’t that cute.” 


It was the cage door opening that woke him. The metal cuffs on his arms beeped and his 
hands were forced together behind his back. Without warning he was wrenched out by the 
collar and thrown onto the concrete outside. Despite it all his muscles screamed in relief at 
the ability to stretch. 


The human behind him cried out. He heard a thud as she was shoved back in, and the sound 
of the cage door slammed closed. 


He saw the batarian standing over him. Then he saw nothing. The whir of the collar came on 
and the world around him turned white. His back arched, feet scrambling for air, unable to 
cry out. 


Pain 


The word didn’t seem right. It wasn’t enough. It was blinding, all consuming, stealing the air 
from his body. 


He scrambled for a second before the collar shut off and he fell slack against the floor. 
“On your knees, pup. You have a big day ahead of you.” 

The batarian jabbed him in the hip with his foot. Nihlus made a low whine. 

“Up!” 


The collar came alive again and Nihlus decided quickly he’d have little choice but to comply. 
When it shut off he did what was asked, rolling onto his side as he pulled himself up, 
struggling to stay upright on his knees. 


“There’s a good turian,” the batarian laughed. 


Nihlus looked up at him as some of the color returned to the room. 
“T have a surprise for you. Call it a gift—for your first day.” 


The batarian reached for the tool on his arm. He flinched, waiting for more pain. But it didn’t 
come. 


Instead it was something else. 

Something much, much worse. 

The back of his collar grew warm. 

It began to vibrate, a feeling that shot up the nape of his neck, straight beneath his fringe. 
He tried. Spirits help him, he fought it with every ounce of will he had. But he couldn’t. 


The purr of the collar sent a shock of pleasure down between his legs. Immediately he spilled 
out of his plates into the batarian’s waiting hand. On instinct his knees parted, mouth going 
slack as he let out a low, lurid keen. The handler gave his growing erection a firm tug. 


“Responsive,” he praised. 


He was rewarded with several squeezing strokes, as if to appraise his size. Nihlus felt his 
muscles jump at the contact. 


“A bit too sizable. Nothing a little discipline can’t handle.” 


Much to his shame, the batarian continued to stroke him, and he was unable to stop himself 
from canting his hips into his hand, struggling to block out the collar that rumbled against his 
neck. 


He couldn’t. It was impossible. The placement was too perfect—right there. It was... 
“He’s like a varren in heat,” he heard the krogan laugh. “Listen to him whine.” 


Heat climbed up his neck into his face plates as his head fell back. Spirits, he shouldn’t be 
this easy. All the while that damned collar purred against him. 


Pressure was rapidly building between his legs. He could feel himself throb in the batarian’s 
hand. His arms and shoulders flexed as they pulled against his restraints, needing to be free, 
to grab the batarian in front of him and...and— 


“Fuck,” he groaned. 
He came, hard, rutting up into the hand still stroking him expertly. 


Any momentary relief was quickly lost as the collar continued to vibrate around his neck. 
They weren’t done. He tried to steady himself, to regain some semblance of control, dragging 
in a long, slow breath. A mistake, he realized as soon as he did it. It earned him the rich, 


sweet scent of the human in the cage behind him, his body reading it immediately for what it 
was—female. 


The pressure between his legs came forward, slipping though his plates as the batarian 
continued to use him with his hand. He heard him laugh as he slid his fingers down to 
squeeze his now exposed knot. 


“Turains,” the batarian chuffed. “So competitive with they’re fucking.” 


A moan worked its way from his throat and he spread his knees a little farther, practically 
begging him to keep squeezing. 


Pathetic. Weak. 
“So needy. So undisciplined. You’ll have to learn better,” the handler said. 


Nihlus tried to fight the building tension in the pit of his stomach. He tried to clear his 
thoughts, to resist, but he couldn’t. It was instinct. The batarian was right, turians were 
competitive when it came to sex. Females were much fewer than males on his planet. Group 
sex was common, males able to go multiple rounds at a time, the winner determined by 
whoever was able to-- 


Spirits! 


The batarian grabbed his knot with his other hand, squeezing with both, like he was seated 
fully inside a female, and his body’s instinct overcame him. Hot semen spilled out and down 
his cock, dripping along his inner thighs. 


He whined, rising on his knees a little, chasing the feeling of his hands as the batarian pulled 
away. Without warning he was slapped hard across the face. 


“Did I say you could finish?” 


His head turned under the force. Nihlus growled, his mandibles pulled tight to his jaw as he 
turned back, lunging for the little rat with his teeth bared. The collar on his neck whirred to 
life. 


“Don t you dare bite,” the batarian said. 
He fell rigid against the concrete, overtaken by pain. Worse than pain. 


“Worthless as an untrained hound. We’ll have to take him to the doctor,” the batarian said. 
“He has a lot to learn." 


ok OK ok 


It was a game. He knew that much. For hours he knelt there, half leaned forward, trying to 
ease the pressure of the choke chain around his neck—trying and failing. 


The doctor, a salarian with both horns missing, was merciless. 


Nihlus breathed deeply, attempting to ignore the endless, now painful stroking against his 
unplated erection. His plates burned and his hips ached. At first he’d resisted. But as the 
minutes crept to hours, his mind began to scramble for anything, anything he could give 
them, to satisfy whatever it is they wanted from him, so it would stop. 


When he’d keened to come he’d been given a muzzle. When he’d growled, he’d gotten the 
collar. Finally he stopped trying all together and just knelt there, letting the salarian do as he 
wished. By then his thoughts were several leagues away. 


This is how they get you. 
This is how they break you. 
You’re giving in. 


Some part of him knew that. But he was too tired to push back. He would have to find 
something, think of anything, to keep it from consuming him entirely. 


After several minutes of Nihlus being quiet and compliant the salarian rewarded him with a 
pat and a, “Good turian’”, before finally releasing him. 


His legs were shaking, knees sore as he was hauled up onto his feet and half dragged back to 
his cage. He didn’t rise once he was thrown in, listening to the cage door lock shut, and the 
sound of footsteps trail from the room. 


The cold metal was a welcome relief against his sore and swollen erection. A minute passed 
and he felt it slip back behind his plates. He pulled himself up onto his forearm and looked 
farther into the cage. 


It was empty. 


Panic gripped him as he rose on his knees. He searched the crate, then turned to gaze out 
through the bars into the empty room. 


He was alone. 


Panic turned to guilt as he realized what must have happened. He hadn’t been there to help. 
He couldn’t even protect a civilian. 


Anger spiked inside of him. This time at himself. 
Cut the self-pity 


His mentor’s voice was sharp and merciless in his head. Nihlus gripped the bars as he 
searched the room for any clue as to where the human might have gone. He would have to 
work an angle with one of the crew when they returned to find out. Likely not the batarain. 
Perhaps one of the krogans. They seemed dumb enough to let information slip if he really 
tried. 


His speculation was cut short as the door to the room opened and someone, a turian, entered. 
He was shouldering the human, her feet dragging the floor, face hidden by her long red mane. 
An asari trailed behind them as they came. 


The asari stuck an animal prod through the bars when she reached the cage and gave Nihlus a 
hard shock, forcing him farther back into the crate. Before he could recover the turian opened 
the door and threw the human in beside him. Once she landed she didn’t get up. 


The immediate smell of blood filled his nose plates. He knelt over the human as she lay 
curled on the ground. There was blood on her face, staining the back of her shirt, her hands 
and arms littered in visible bruises. He saw the light on the front of her collar come on. 


Had they turned it off? 

“Human.” 

She didn’t rouse when he shook her. 

“Hey!” 

He turned to the front of the cage, calling out as the door to the room opened. 
“You can’t leave her like this. She needs medical attention.” 


His hand gripped the bars in front of him. He could hear the asari laugh as the light to the 
room flicked off. Nihlus cursed. He turned back to the human lying still on the cage floor. 
Whether her eyes were opened, he couldn’t tell. 


He leaned over her, testing her scent, listening to the soft flutter of her heart in the quiet. Her 
breathing was deep and labored. After a moment of deliberation he reached down and 
brushed the red tendrils away from her face. The feeling of it was soft and light in his fingers 
—surprisingly so. He placed a hand on her shoulder and gave it a light squeeze. 


“Human,” he said again. 


Her eyes were open, staring blankly at the crate wall. When she didn’t answer he let his hand 
slip to cradle her head. She turned to look up at him then. 


Her eyes were glittering. It was strange. He'd never seen anything like it before. She was 
silent as several opaque droplets spilled out onto her bruised skin. 


He didn’t know what it meant. Whether she was dying. Or if the glittering from her eyes 
meant something else entirely. She didn’t resist when he stooped over to sniff her face as 
another droplet raced out onto it. 


It smelled like salt and water. 


“Where are you hurt?” 


He reached down, swiping some of the blood from her lower mouth part and holding in front 
of her in question. She didn’t answer. Likely she didn’t even understand. She only looked up 
at him, her head cradled in his hand, a sight he found strange, his talons sifted through her 
mane, long enough to close in over her face if he furled his fingers. 


A new sense of anger cropped up inside of him. It was a familiar anger, one he’d often relied 
on during his training as a Spectre. An anger he attributed to why he’d joined the Spectres in 
the first place. It was anger for her. Anger at the ones who did this—at anyone capable of 
doing this to anyone. And it was the reason he’d make certain they would pay. 


Perhaps he could hold onto that. For as long as he could. 


The thought ended as something clattered on the cage floor behind him. Nihlus turned with a 
growl, still holding the human female, ready to release her if it meant he could swipe at 
someone through the bars. 


He saw the turian from a moment ago standing a safe distance from the crate. Looking down, 
he spotted several packs of medigel and a stim needle lying on the floor in front of him. The 
turian watched him silently for a moment before retreating quickly from the room. 


Nihlus reached for the supplies, giving them a cautionary sniff before bringing them over to 
the female on the floor. 


“Human.” 

She’d gone back to staring blankly at the wall without moving. He held the items out to her. 
The human didn’t take them. 

Nihlus brought one of the medigel packets in her line of sight. 

“Medicine,” he said softly. 


When she didn’t move he bowed his head, letting out a low sigh. Finally he took the packet 
and tore it open with his teeth. He would have to be careful. His talons could easily hurt her, 
and he didn’t want to be the cause of any more damage. 


He squeezed some of the medigel onto the back of his first finger and rolled her over a little, 
inspecting the talon marks on her back. He knew that’s what they were—three deep groves 
down between the human’s slender shoulders. He would have to lift her shirt to access them. 


When he reached, she didn’t move. 
“T’m going to look, alright?” 


As if she understood him. Then again maybe she did. She was still as he lifted the hem of her 
shirt and began applying medigel to her wounds. He was stingy, unsure of when they would 
get more if she ever needed it, focusing on the worst of the wounds first. Whatever was left 
of the packet he used on her bruises, and the light cut on her lower mouth part. The skin there 
was soft and pink—most of the human was soft—something that worried him deeply. He 


wondered if they would hurt her like this again. And if she would be able to take much more 
of it. 


He hid the stim shot and the other medigel packets in the far corner of the crate before resting 
sideways against the metal, facing the door. He thought briefly about using one on himself. 
The stinging between his legs told him he needed it. But he thought it was best to save what 
little they could get. 

He would prefer it if both of them got out of this alive and intact. 


Both, he thought again. 
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The human was sitting up when he woke. She had her legs curled in against her chest, arms 
wrapped around them, chin rested on her knees. Humans were so oddly flexible. 


Her eyes were fixed on the door to the crate. She didn’t speak when he turned to face her. The 
bruises on her arms had already faded into a light yellow, courtesy the medigel from the 
previous night. After a moment of studying her the human looked over at him without lifting 
her head. 


“Human,” he said pointing to her. “Let me see?” He gestured as well as he could to his own 
back. 


Her green eyes roamed his face a moment before she seemed to understand, dipping her 
shoulder so he could see the worst of her wounds. The material of her shirt had dried to her 
skin in patches of red. Even so, it seemed her bleeding had stopped. 


When he pulled away he realized she was watching him. Perhaps trying to get an idea of how 
bad the damage was. Nihlus let out a soft purr—likely the only sound from him she knew 
was positive, given their first night together. He saw her shoulders slump a little. 


“Good,” he heard her say. Her eyes returned to the front of the crate. Almost immediately 
they flickered back to him. The skin on her face took on a vaguely pink hue. 


“Thank you,” she added. 


He purred for a few added seconds before turning to gaze out through the cage door. No one 
came for them for several hours. When they did, they merely threw food into their cage and 
left without a word. Nihlus hadn’t realized how hungry he was until the smell met his nose 
plates. 


He took one of the packets and slid the other to the human behind him, not wasting time 
before tearing into his, hardly tasting it as he swallowed. His was nearly gone by the time he 
heard the human open hers. 


He heard the crinkle of the plastic, followed by a sliding sound across the floor. When he 
looked down he saw half of the other food packet resting beside him. Nihlus swallowed his 


last bite and reached down to take it. He turned back to the human. She didn’t look at him 
when she spoke. 


“Take it,” she told him. “I’m not hungry.” 


He wondered if that was true, given the way she winced as she chewed, but after yesterday, 
Nihlus was drained of what little energy he had, and going hungry the days previous certainly 
hadn’t helped. Against his better judgement he took the offering and ate it just as quickly as 
the first. 


When they were both finished the human crawled past him toward the front of the crate. 
“Do you think theyll come back today?” 


She gazed out at the empty room, leaving Nihlus to huff in response—a noise meant to sound 
uncertain. 


He watched her many slender fingers take hold of the bars as she peered through. 
“Human,” he said. 


She didn’t seem to realize the word was directed toward her. Carefully, Nihlus tapped her 
with the back of his talon. When she turned to look over at him he pointed to her. 


“Human,” he said again. 


Her green eyes roamed him over, considering. He gestured to the collar around his neck. This 
was going to be difficult—he wasn’t sure exactly how to get his point across. But he needed 
to know why they’d turned her collar off. Perhaps it could give him some scope of how to do 
it himself. 


She watched him tap his collar with one talon. He pointed to hers next, and she crooked her 
head, allowing him access to her own, and giving him a very bare view of her neck. Trying 
his best to ignore his body's response he reach forward and tapped the small illuminated light 
on the front of her throat. 


“Off?” he said. 


If it was possible to turn the collar off perhaps he could damage the signal enough to release 
some of her biotic capabilities. 


He let the back of his talon glide down her forearm, as if to indicate to the multitude of 
bruises there. She watched him closely as he did. He pointed to the light again, then to the 
small cut on her lower mouth part, which made her wince. When he pointed to the light on 
her collar a third time, she seemed to understand. 


“The asari turns it off,” she said. “But she knocks me out first so I can’t...” 


She turned away again, looking out through the bars of the crate. When she spoke her voice 
was hard. 


“T couldn’t get to him. I tried. I’m sorry.” 


Nihlus cocked his head a little, confused by what she said. He watched her wipe her face with 
the side of her hand. When she pulled it away he noticed more of that strange opaque liquid 
spilling from her eyes. 


Was she still hurt? 

Perhaps her wound was internal. 

He knew he should’ve given her that stim shot when he had the chance. 
Can t even save a civilian, Nihlus, get a fucking grip. 


Nihlus took her by the arm as she wiped her face again. He used his reach and one long talon 
to snag one of the medigel packets he’d stashed in the corner of the crate. Before he could 
tear it open with his teeth she stopped him. 


“That won’t help.” 
He looked at her. Then at her hand, still moist from the watery substance. 


“It’s not a wound,” she said. “It’s a feeling.” The arched fur above her eyes pulls together in a 
curious expression. “Do turians not cry?” 


A feeling? He’d heard cries before. Both of soldiers on the battlefield, and young children, 
either turian or not. Though he had never seen it accompanied by those strange, crystal-like 
drops. Another anomaly of the human species, he supposed. They were... strange. 


Nihlus shook his head in answer. He let her hand slip free. There was relief, at least, knowing 
she wasn’t badly wounded. Though no amount of reason could explain her species’ reaction. 
What evolutionary advantage was there to spilling liquid from your eyes? 


For a moment they sat there silently, looking out through the bars. Finally the human folded 
down onto her spurless legs. They were smooth and slender. Much of her was. She had a 
sleekness to her that reminded him of the wild felinae he’d once encountered earth side 
during his time in the military. 


He heard the door to the room slide open. The human’s face lost its pink-like color as she 
looked out through the front of the crate. Footsteps approached. A moment later he saw the 
asari coming towards them. She was trailing the same turian from last night behind her. 


Nihlus sat forward on his knees. Their cage was narrow enough he could easily block their 
access to the human. 


He saw the blue flicker of the animal prod come to life in the asari’s hand. When she stuck it 
through the bars, he anticipated it, grabbing the metal rod before it reached him, and he 
pulled—hard. 


The asari hit the front of the bars face first and the prod toppled into the cage. To his surprise 
the human grabbed it first. Nihlus growled as the asari scrambled to her feet. She keyed 
something on her omni-tool and he heard the door come unlatched. Before he could reach to 
push the bars open the cuffs on his arms clicked and his hands were forced behind his back. 
He fell forward through the door and onto the concrete. 


He had no time to gather himself before he was dragged backwards across the floor. The 
human yowled like a felinae as the asari pulled her from the cage. He heard the zap of the 
animal prod, and the ensuing shriek of the asari. There was a beep, the clatter of metal on 
concrete, followed by a low thud. He dug his heels in, lifting his head just in time to see the 
human fall limp to the floor. Nihlus snarled. 


“Don’t,” the guard warned him. 


He was dropped on his back over the water drain beside the hose. Before he could sit up, the 
weight of the choke chain dropped around his neck. He growled as it cinched tight. 


The other turian came to stand in front of him. 


He was young by the look of him. There were thin lines on his face plates that indicated his 
once present clan markings had likely been scratched off. 


“Wait here. Xilo will be in in a minute.” 

As if he had a fucking choice. 

Nihlus reeled forward, testing the strength of the chain with a snarl. 
“Barefaced coward.” 

The turian didn’t even flinch. 


Nihlus watched with growing panic as he went back to collect the limp human from the floor. 
The door opened and the pair carried her from the room. Brief silence came. He bowed his 
head as he wracked his tired brain. A moment later the door opened again. 


“T see they took the liberty of tying you up for me. How generous.” 


He could smell the reeking batarian as he came. The sound of his voice made his plates 
crawl. Nihlus braced for the inevitable shock around his neck. To feel pain as the collar 
whirred to life. But it didn’t come. 


“T had half a mind to leave you in your cage after your embarrassing display yesterday,” the 
batarian said with a sneer. “But that’s no way to train a dog. So, I’m thinking, maybe, I 
wasn’t clear enough with you the first time.” 


The slinking little rat came to stand just out of his reach. Nihlus’ mandibles pulled tight 
against his face, though he’d learned better than to bare his teeth. Don ¢ you dare bite. 


“So let me be crystal clear with you, pup.” The batarian’s hands were folded behind him in an 
unusually disciplined posture. “You’re here to learn. So that when I put you on the market, 
you will know how to behave, and how to fuck, like the pricey turian whore you are. Do you 
understand?” 


The batarian lowered, coming to crouch in front of him. His hand dangled from one knee. 


“That is what you are to me. And the only thing you will be—from now until you die. 
Something to be bought, and used.” 


His stomach sunk as the handler reached for the omni-tool on his arm. He felt his collar turn 
warm against the nape of his neck. Vibration shot straight up beneath his fringe. Nihlus 
whined as his talons furled behind him. 


“You will not bite, you will not lose control, and you will not come until you are told.” 


His naked feet slid across the concrete as he fought the loosening feeling in his plates. A 
second later he felt himself emerge, already dripping and slick. He keened as his head rolled 
back. 


Damn him. 
Pathetic. 


“Consider yesterday your lesson in number one.” The batarian stood, and Nihlus swallowed a 
low, pleading moan. “Today you will learn number three.” 


He watched as the handler turned, retreating from the room without another word. The slide 
of the door echoed through the quiet. It left him alone with only the soft buzz of the collar to 
fill the silence. The sound made him feel shameful. Weak. 


He was a damned fool. He hated it. Hated the growing, desperate need now building in that 
baser part of his brain. Hated the absolute heat that rose between his legs as his cock ached 
for touch. Nihlus arched back against the railing that jutted from the wall. He heard the slide 
of his chain along the cold metal. His hips rose, seeking relief, seeking anything. 


There was no fighting it. It was like a light switch whenever the collar came on. He tried to 
swallow the feeling down as the air in his throat became ragged. But the stimulation beneath 
his fringe was too much. 


He needed to touch himself. Spirits, he needed...needed... 


He made a strained growl as climax mounted, only to fall away again without touch. The 
buzzing on the back of his neck kept him there for what felt like minutes. The aching grew to 
a throb and his low whines turned to something more desperate. Deeper. He growled, arms 
flexing as he jerked hard against his retrains. He couldn’t stop the desperate movement of his 
hips, sliding his erection up the hard, plated muscle of his own stomach. 


The small amount of friction made him moan. His head rolled back again, plates slack as his 
mouth fell opened, tongue sliding out to taste the air. A taste that rewarded him with nothing. 


His hips continued to buck on their own accord. Though the friction, the lack of taste, of 
smell—it wasn t fucking enough. 


Another climax built and fell away as he snarled. Then another. He came up on his knees, 
straining the choke chain around his neck, talons scratching at the cuffs that locked his hands 
together. His knees spread wider as his hips continued to thrust into nothing. 


Another orgasm came and left. 
Then again. 
And again. 


His vision darkened as the room around him grew hazy. Thoughts began to slip from his 
mind. At some point he became vaguely aware of himself hunched over, running his long, 
swollen erection along the floor, keening for friction. 


The need to come was his only thought. Until even that was gone. His raw vocal cords fell 
silent and his frantic movements eventually stopped. It was like a void—a negative space 
where nothing, not even he, existed. 


He wasn’t sure how long he stayed like that. The room was dark by the time he heard the 
door open. 


He came-to, bent over, still kneeling on the floor, mouth opened and panting. The ground in 
front of him was wet with saliva and slick precum. 


The strain of the chain went slack around his neck. The weight of it disappeared and someone 
pulled him up by the collar. He stumbled forward toward the cage, trying to keep his legs 
from giving out. Before he was thrown in he felt a hand grab him by the fringe. 


His head was pulled back a little, exposing his throat in a way he absolutely hated. 
“Turians that don’t beg get rewarded,” he heard the batarian say. “Congratulations.” 


With that he was thrown forward into the crate. Nihlus landed on his side as the bars swung 
shut behind him. The cuffs on his hands beeped as he felt them go slack. 


Spirits 


With a growl he rolled forward, bracing himself on his forearm. His hand went to his cock 
without permission. The sound of relief he made was nothing short of pathetic. He squeezed 
hard, bucking into his own hand with immediate, desperate thrusts. 


His first orgasm was almost instant. He made a long, slow keen, loosening his grip as he 
stroked himself even faster, fucking into his own hand. One was not enough. 


His movements turned brutal, jolting the crate around him, drawing needy snarls through his 
clenched teeth. His second climax was just as hard. Pressure built behind his plates as he 
continued to stroke himself. 


It wasn’t enough. 


By now his legs were shaking. He buckled forward, forehead coming to rest on his arm. His 
mouth opened to taste the air as he inhaled—more instinct than anything. Though his reward 
was not the same as before. This time he could smell it. It was faint, clinging to the metal just 
beneath him, barely there, but enough. 


Female. 


He inhaled again, tongue coming to race across the cold metal, feeling his knot slip out from 
his plates. That taste... A purr rumbled low in his chest. He let out a soft trill, a sound that 
was meant to soothe—though now it had no purpose. He reached down to squeeze the base 
of his still heavy erection. 


The crate jolted, jostling as he thrust once, hard into his hand. Then again. His movements 
were slower now. Intentional. Obeying his bodies command. Several more and Nihlus made a 
soft whine, spilling warm seed out onto the metal beneath him. 


Relief. 


Though it was short lived. He was still keeled forward when the cold jet of water sprayed him 
from behind, sending him clawing toward the back of the cage. The batarian laughed as he 
tried to clamor away without success. The pain had his still engorged erection retreating back 
into his plates much quicker than it should have. 


In the end he simply braced his hand against the back of the crate and took the worst of the 
assault to his cowl. Some small, sick part of him was relieved. That when the human returned 
she wouldn’t see the mess he’d made of himself. She’d already seen him lose control once. A 
fact that filled him with both anger and shame. 


He could smell himself being washed away by the force of the hose until the water at last 
shut off. The batarian left him there, shivering, stiff and near freezing. It was worse now that 
he was alone. He hadn’t realized how much he’d come to rely on the human’s body heat for 
warmth. 


The soft patter of water came to fill the silence. He did his best to curl in on himself—though 
he was nowhere as flexible as the human female. There was no way from him to lay down 
comfortably. And he couldn’t rest back properly against the side of the crate. In the end he 
simply curled sideways against the cold metal, arms wrapped around his waist, wondering 
where they’d taken the human. And if she would come back. 
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“Theres my girl.” 
There was pain, somewhere vague in the side of her head. 
“Come here, baby.” 


She was cold, curling inward, the ground hard against her aching ribs. The hurt was in 
everything—everywhere—making it hard to breathe. Something warm grabbed her arm. 


“Such a brave girl.” 

There was a sting. Light flickered, chasing away the voice as it spoke. Her mother 8 voice. 
All at once she was pulled upright. 

She gasped, a sound that collapsed into a whimper as she gripped her side. 

Pain. 


The stim needled clattered beside her on the crate floor. Her head rolled back against the 
metal wall as she squeezed her eyes shut. 


“Fuck,” she sobbed. 


Something squeezed her bicep. There was a soft clicking sound, and she opened her eyes 
again to see the turian kneeling over her, propping her up against the back of the crate. 


His green eyes searched her frantically. He was making those low, trilling clicks that told her 
he was saying something. But she didn’t know what. 


After a moment he reached beside her and brought up a medigel packet, tearing it open with 
his razor teeth. The sight of him was terrifying, she wouldn’t deny it. It’d taken considerable 
effort not to panic the first time she saw him in the crate. 


His talons fisted the fabric of her shirt, and he pulled it up, not seeming to care it left the 
lower half of her exposed. She looked down to see the blackening bruise spread out over her 
ribs. It was visibly swollen compared to the other side. 


She sucked in a breath as the turian swiped the back of his medigel-lined claw over the area. 
Her legs kicked out as she struggled to retain enough air. A second or so passed and the 
medigel seemed to cool. The pressure in her side released a little and she was able to suck in 
a full breath. 


She lulled forward, something that made the turian growl, and his massive hand came to grip 
the back of her head, pulling her upright. She fought the urge to shrink as he lowered and 
pressed the side of his skull-plated face to the center of her chest. Hearing the rapid thunder 
of her heart, he began to purr. 


For a minute or so she simply rested back against the wall of the crate, taking in deep, 
gratifying gulps of air. She didn’t realize she was gripping his arm until he gently pulled it 
away. The lights outside the crate were off, telling her it wasn’t yet daybreak. There was still 
time before they’d come again. 


Just the idea of it made her feel sick. 


The turian looked her over as she brought one leg up to her chest. She’d never seen one of his 
kind up close on Mindoir. He towered her considerably, having to duck as he knelt in the cage 
in front of her. 


She could see why some of the colonist had been scared of them. Everything about him 
seemed made to fight. The turian was solid muscle. His talons and teeth were long, thick and 
sharp. Even his tapered waist was visibly muscular beneath his strange leather-like plating. 


If she were being honest she found the plates to be...pretty. They covered his front and face, 
leaving the dark, snakish texture of his sides exposed. In the shadows the plates seemed inky 
and black—though she’d noticed in direct light they were nearly red. 


It was the white streaks of paint on the front of his face that made him look the most 
threatening. It reminded her of the skull graffiti she’d once seen on earthside footage after the 
first contact war. 


She wondered if that wasn’t why the batarian had thrown them in the cage together. Maybe 
he thought they’d get to see a fight. 


Just the idea made her wince. She reached back to grip her sore ribs, but the turian snatched 
her arm before she could. He made a low growl and aimed a commanding talon at her bruised 
ribs. She watched him cock his head to the side. 


Was he asking? 


She nodded as she panted, still catching her breath. “I’m good,” she said. 


That earned her a deep, rumbling sound, not quite a purr. She sat up a little further against the 
back of the crate. There was nothing for her to say to him—nothing that he could answer 
back. 


How long had she been lying there? 
How long until they came back? 
Would he kill her if they asked him to? 


So instead she just said, “Thanks,” and tried to scoot farther to the side, so he’d have more 
room to stretch out. 


He, she thought again. The first day she’d been in here she hadn’t been sure. The place 
between his legs was plated and fully covered. At least until the batarian pulled him from the 
cage. Her stomach sunk a little further at the memory. 


She’d tried to help him. But the collar around her neck had made her helpless. 
Instead she’d had to watch while they... 


Her face grew hot as she looked up at the turian still hovering over her. She glanced him over 
briefly, searching for any sign they might’ve done something to him while she was gone. Her 
eyes zeroed in on the raw, bluish lines around his throat just above his collar. They looked 
painful and rubbed sore. She frowned. 


“Did they hurt you?” 


She gestured to her own neck in question. The turian seemed to go still. She saw his broad 
chest expand a little as his breathing turned shallow, and purple-like color crept up toward his 
neck. His round, predatory eyes stayed on hers a moment before he turned his head away. 


She wouldn’t ask him what they’d done. No more than she’d tell him what they did to her. It 
was something she figured was best left...unsaid. Even so, he’d tried to block the asari from 
reaching her through the cage. And he’d helped her when she’d been too hurt to help herself. 


It seemed only right to return the favor. 


She reached back, taking one of the medigel packets she noticed he’d been stashing near the 
end of the crate. When she moved to open it he stopped her. He didn’t grab her this time— 
just put his large, taloned hand over hers and made a soft growl. When she frowned he 
pointed to her. First to her ribs, then to the fresh scratches on her arm. He gave her a low, 
rumbling trill. 


“T won’t need all of them,” she said. Assuming that’s what he meant. 


The turian seemed less than convinced. He ducked further as he rose up on his knees, turning 
himself around until his back was to her, facing the cage door. The crate shook as he sat with 
araspy huff. A clear enough message, she supposed. 


She put the packet back with the others and crawled forward a little to gaze out through the 
bars. It was late, she could feel it in her sore, tired muscles. The turian’s bright eyes were 
honed on the empty room in front of them. If he was tired he didn’t show it. 


He simply sat sideways against the wall of the crate, unmoving. His arms were cinched 
around his narrow waist in an oddly human posture. She wondered if he was cold. 


The turian didn’t seem to handle cold well. In the night, lying apart without clothes, she’d 
noticed him shivering. He seemed to be trying to hold it in now. Though the tremor in his 
broad shoulders was still obvious. 


She remembered how desperate he’d been for warmth when they’d been hosed down by the 
batarian. He hadn’t pushed her away—even when she’d clung to him naked. 


If he wouldn't take the medigel, maybe he would take that. It was something, at least. 


When she came up on her knees he looked over at her. It gave her a broader view of those 
deadly, bone-like spikes from his head; something she didn't know the name for. 


She put one hand on his arm. Immediately the tension in it seemed to slack. His predator eyes 
watched her closely as she came a little closer to him. When he didn’t move she slid her hand 
under his arm, feeling the muscle torque a little, and she wrapped herself around it. The turian 
went still as she rested her head on his shoulder. 


For a long moment there was only silence. With the stim in her system she didn’t feel much 
pain. Though she knew she would feel it in the morning. And she was tired enough it didn’t 
make her jittery. 


She felt his shoulders relax a little as his shivering began to die down. There was a strange 
sort of comfort to be found in the closeness—a feeling that surprised her. A second passed 
and his other arm slid away from his waist. It came around her, slowly, as if he was trying to 
be careful. As if he didn't want to startle, or maybe hurt her. 


She winced a little but made no sound. When she didn’t pull away he lifted her easily and 
brought her into his lap. 


The gesture surprised her. His legs came in as his arms curled around her, letting out a soft 
trill. 


Heat crept up into her cheeks. Cool breath rushed across the top of her hair. He bowed over 
her until he was curled around her entirely, trapping in their body heat. Something light 
brushed against her temple and she heard him sniff softly. A low purr started in his chest. 


She figured he must enjoy the warmth. Though there was no denying how soothing the sound 
was, deep and gentle. 


It was hard not to wonder how he’d gotten here. Had he been taken—had he been sold? 


She made the decision to push the question away for now. She wasn’t sure how many more 
moments she would get like this. When she might feel comfort again. If ever. A fact that 


made giving in easy. It was easy to let go when you had nothing to fight for. But this, 
moments like these, gave her something at least. Some semblance of reason to push forward. 
To not let what little was left of herself fade entirely. 


Even if it was just to feel closeness like this again. 
She hoped the turian had something to fight for. Maybe it would help him get out of here. 


She let her head rest against his rumbling chest. There was no way to know how long they 
stayed like that. After a time she felt his breathing turn deep and slow. Her eyes grew heavy 
then, and it didn’t take long for her to drift back into sleep. 
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The lights overhead were bright. She raised a hand to shield her eyes, trying to blink away 
the blur of the room. There was a soft click as the sound of a door slid open. Footsteps came 
toward her through the fog. 


She wasn’t sure when they’d pulled her from the crate. They must have taken her before she 
woke. Though the vague throb in the back of her head told her they’d taken some 
precautions. She wondered what they must’ve done to the turian. He hadn’t been happy to let 
them take her the last time. 


The blur of the room began to clear, and the asari in front of her came into view. She reeled 
back when the handler reached for her, earning her a fist in her hair, and the cold pop of the 
translator as it slid into her ear. 


“Be a good girl, now. I was very pleased with the progress we made yesterday,” the asari told 
her. She snapped her fingers at the guard as her other hand reached to stroke the top of her 
hair. “A few more times and you might actually be a useful biotic.” 


She watched as the turian came, handing the asari the same waded white cloth in his talons. 
“Wait.” 


She rose up onto her knees. The asari brought the cloth towards her face as she held her by 
the hair. 


“Wait, wait.” 


The cloth closed over her mouth and nose, forcing her to breathe in the red, sand-like 
material inside. She felt the asari's hand meet her forehead. Her head fell back, eyes rolling 
up, every cell in her body standing on end. 


“Bring in the krogans.” 


There was a rush of something. The asari’s hand pressed harder. Then the room was gone. 
No, no, no, no. 


She couldn’t feel her body. Not the pain. Not the fear. The asari dug deep, wrenching the 
memory to the surface until she was there, standing on the ramp of the cargo ship, watching 
Mindoir burn. 


She was everywhere all at once. Sneaking in through the bedroom window after missing 
curfew. Crawling up under the covers. Hearing the first bang, seeing the first flash of light, 
watching the flames roar over the field. 


She heard her father’s scream, followed by her mother’s. She could see the blood. She could 
feel her brother squirming in her arms as she carried him, crying, toward the shed behind the 
house. Of course they would find them. He was too young—too young to know to be quiet. 


They’d had no use for a four-year-old, they’d said. They couldn’t work him—couldn’t sell 
him. It only took one shot. Just one pop of the heat sink and she was the only one left. She 
hadn’t fought them when they took her. She had no reason to. 


By the time the memory was finished with her she was kneeling on the floor again. There 
was blood on her hands, dripping from her nose, swirling around her knees on the warm 
concrete. She could see the headless body lying in front of her. There were other parts 
missing from the krogan. But she didn’t care to look. Instead she climbed back to her feet as 
the door slid open and more of them came. 


The first few were batarian—the easiest decision she’d ever made. She’d learned from a 
batarian you could make a field around different parts of the body, and pull a human’s spine 
out through their back. Or, in this case, a screaming batarian’s. 


There was a short burst of gunfire that failed to penetrate the air in front of her. She wouldn’t 
have felt it even if it had. There was nothing in her mind but a feeling. The feeling of 
watching her mother crawl towards her bedroom door as a batarian put a gun to the back of 
her head. A feeling that made enough force to break bones, to tear pieces of things away, and 
listen to the voice in her ear that told her not to stop. To keep going. 


A feeling was all she needed. It was like floating. Or maybe she really was. 
Other biotics were trickier. But their shields were weak. So were their minds. 
“Good thoughts make bad biotics.” 

Made weak biotics. Just like the asari said. 


The machines were the hardest. There was no soft flesh to exploit. Nothing that made them 
run in fear. Though enough force, enough fire, enough of the smell of smoke, could make a 
field that crushed them from the outside, curling in, breaking down, like a child under the 
nose of a gun, too scared to run. 


She could go longer than yesterday. Which was longer than the day before that, when she’d 
failed after the first few hits, and the turian caught her between the shoulders with his talons. 
It earned her praise today as she crumpled back onto the red stained concrete. 


“Such a good girl.” 
By then she was too weak to move. 


“Most biotics don’t have such an easy trigger,” she heard the handler say. “We were lucky to 
find you so fresh. Our buyer will be pleased.” 


The asari reached down to remove the device from her ear, and the turian appeared over her 
as he bent to scoop her up off the ground. She winced, vaguely aware of new pain, though 
she couldn’t tell where. 


The hall they carried her through was dark. She closed her eyes to blink away the tears as 
they passed through into the cargo room with the crate. To her surprise the turian set her 
down near the back wall and turned the hose on to a low setting. She rested her head along 
the rail, watching red water swirl down into the drain, until he deemed her clean enough. 


He let her take several long drinks from the nozzle while the asari was busy with her omni- 
tool, then gathered her up, wet and dripping, and carried her back to the crate. She could see 
the turian inside was missing. 


The asari watched while she was tossed in, kicking the door shut behind her. She crawled 
back to the far end of the crate as the sound of footsteps faded from the room. Her hands 
shivered when she reached to pull the soaking shirt over her head. Fresh blood streaked 
across the metal as her legs curled in, forming a tight ball, arms wrapped around herself to 
trap in heat. 


Pain was cropping up in random places over her body. Her eyes were too heavy—too tired to 
find the source. Instead she let them slide shut. By the time the door to the cage opened again 
she was already asleep. 
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They’d taken her while he was sleeping. That damned asari and her lapping little pup—the 
barefaced coward. 


He’d woken, shivering, lacking that warm, fiery sweet smell of the human in his arms. Now 
he was left crammed in the crate alone—forced to wait and wonder—to face his utter failure 
to protect the only—on/y—civilian he would likely be able to wrench from the maw of this 
damned slaver’s den. 


If they killed her it would be his fault. He should have been bolder. More reckless. Bitten 
harder. 


He would now. The second that reeking batarian came near his cage he would swipe. A claw 
through the bars, a bite to the first appendage near, his blood—all of it—on the floor. 


Composure, Kryik! 


When they’d thrown her in the cage the previous night she’d been pale and cold. She hadn’t 
woken when he shook her. After a minute or so of trying she’d stopped breathing. Her heart, 
that delicate little flutter, had almost gone away. 


Humans were fragile 
Humans were soft 
Whatever they were doing to her was killing her—quickly. She couldn’t take much more if it. 


Every day they were here was a considerable failure as far as he was concerned. He would be 
lucky if his mentor even entertained the thought of looking at him after this. 


Nihlus grabbed the bars in front of him and gave them a hard shake. He wanted out. His 
muscles ached. His cowl and fringe were sore, talons too long, temper shorter and shorter, 
and plates in serious need of a good scrubbing. 


Be patient. 


He couldn’t afford to be rash. He had to wait, had to think more than two, hell three, steps 
ahead. Though he was chomping for his first chance to torch the place. 


He wanted water. He wanted liquor. He wanted food, and a bed, with soft sheets and blankets 
and— 


The thought went away as the door to the crate beeped, and he heard the latch open. To his 
surprise the cuffs on his hands didn’t activate. 


Nihlus remained still. 


He listened for a long moment but heard no sound of approaching footsteps. After a moment 
he scoffed, sitting back farther in the cage. 


Obviously it was a trap. They wanted to lure him out. Though he wasn’t exactly sure why. 
The latter part didn’t matter as much to him. He’d rather wait here than get taken by surprise 
like a damned idiot. 


Silence ticked by for what could have been several minutes. Then half an hour. He chuffed a 
little as he let his legs stretch out through the mouth of the crate. 


Finally the sound of the door opened across the room. Footsteps came, and Nihlus readied 
himself for whatever was to come. 


“Do you know why turians make the best whores?” 
The batarian’s voice approached the hind of the cage. Nihlus growled, rising up on his knees. 


“Its because their instincts are so easy to exploit. You teach them something a few times and 
their survival instincts—they just kick in. They adapt.” 


He saw him as he came, stopping a safe distance from the door of the cage. 


“Maybe adapt is not the right word,” he said, gaining that same, grimacing sneer. “I’d say it’s 
more like obey.” 


Nihlus rumbled, shifting into a crouched position. The second he was close—he wouldn’t 
hesitate. 


“Your species 1s just too easy. Made for subordination. Just look at how you live. Compulsive 
service, militant obedience to hierarchical structure, unwavering alliance to authority. It 
doesn’t take much to train you into submission.” 


The batarian spread his arms a little, as if challenging him to come. He knew that’s what the 
little rat wanted. To lure him out into whatever was waiting for him outside the crate. But 
Nihlus was patient, and not easily provoked. 


“Why don’t you come closer,” Nihlus said darkly. “I can’t hear you from over there.” 


He was used to the shit talk. To the never-ending comments about his behavior. Though 
obedient had never been one of his marked skills. His penchant for stealing patrol ships and 
subsequent discharge from damn near every squad in the Hierarchy military could attest. 


The batarian cracked a laugh. 


“Come on. Even you, Spectre extraordinaire, rebel turian Nihlus Kryik, must have someone 
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you answer to. Someone you call ‘sir’. 
The batarian’s eyes flared with his words. 
Spectre 

Kryik 

They knew his name. Shit. But how? 

Sensing his reaction the batarian laughed louder. 


“Bad turian or not, Nihlus, you’re still turian. You still have that part of your brain that tells 
you to obey.” 


Nihlus snarled a little, talons scraping along the metal floor. 
“It’s respect,” he said. “Something you can’t force from any turian.” 


Respect. Not submission. He respected his mentor. Not for his authority. But for all he’d 
given him. A chance to earn a name for himself. To do what he thought was right. Saren gave 
him the freedom to be himself. A place to belong. He was a friend to him when he needed. 
Like a brother. Like a... 


“Maybe. Maybe not,” the batarian said, as if it didn’t truly matter. “But there is something 
else you can give me. And that’s all I need.” 


He watched the batarian straighten into an oddly militant posture. 
“Now. Come out of the cage.” 


Nihlus rumbled a little, scanning the batarian up and down. Gleaning his refusal the batarian 
gave him a short sigh. 


“Then we’ll have to start from square one. How unfortunate.” 


The collar on his neck whirred and any plans Nihlus had were out the window as he went 
rigid. Pain scorched the air and he fell to the floor. With his hands free, his first instinct was 
to reach up, to claw at the metal around his neck, not caring how or what it tore. Not caring 
that he could smell his own blood. That he could feel it running freely down his forearms as 
his talons dug in. 


Spirits he couldn’t breathe. 


It must have been minutes. 
When the collar shut off he rolled onto his side and hacked bile onto the crate floor. 


“Let’s try this again,” the batarian said. He snapped his fleshy fingers, pointing to the 
concrete as his feet. “Come.” 


Nihlus rasped—a weak attempt at a growl. Another spark came. He felt his back arch and his 
mind went momentarily blank. The batarian’s voice echoed in the empty space. 


“Call out to them, dog. Call to your master, your mentor, whatever you might call them. Beg 
for them to come and help.” 


His teeth were wrenched shut. He couldn’t how] if he tried. The whirring stopped and Nihlus 
went slack on the floor, swallowing back a low whine. The batarian snapped his fingers 
again. 


“Dog, come!” 


Nihlus drug himself up onto his forearm. He drew in a ragged breath as his knees came up 
beneath him. 


Don t you fucking dare, he told his body. He bowed his head, listening to the soft patter of 
blood on the floor—his blood. 


He could see it, smeared across the metal under his hands, darkening his talons and forearms 
in deep, navy streaks. 


“Faster!” the batarian commanded. 


Another jolt came, sending him face down onto the floor. His instincts clicked on, screaming 
that he was being foolish, stupid, telling him to adapt. Submit. Obey. 


“Why cant you just listen?” 

His mother’s voice, hurt, somewhere farther off. 

“Honestly, Nihlus, I don t know what to do with you anymore. What would your father say?” 
“Fuck.” He rasped, not enough to earn him any air, reaching to claw at the collar. 

“He would be so disappointed.” 

“Dog, come!” 


The second the pain stopped he dragged himself forward onto his hands and knees and 
crawled out of the crate onto the concrete. By the time his brain could catch up he was 
already half knelt in front of the batarian, panting for air. 


“Such a good turian.” 


The back of his collar heated, emitting a vibration, and Nihlus made a small keen. His knees 
parted as he immediately slipped from his plates. Before he could do more the collar shut off. 


Nihlus didn’t look up at him. He wouldn’t give the damned rat the satisfaction. 


“This is how you will always come when called,” the batarian said. “No exceptions. Am I 
clear?” 


“Yes.” 


The answer came before he could stop it—an automatic response courtesy the turian military 
complex. His talons furled as he cursed himself. 


“Good. Very responsive.” The batarian sneered a little. “Now use your hand on yourself until 
I tell you to stop.” 


Nihlus growled, something that earned him another jolt from the collar. His hand went 
immediately to his unplated erection and grabbed hold. Just the contact nearly had him 
whining. But he didn’t. He was quiet as he began to do as he was told, running his taloned 
hand up and down his ribbed length. 


He barely felt it—if he was being honest. He was surprised by how easy it was to slip back 
into his own thoughts like he had the days previous. The response was almost immediate. A 
realization that disturbed him deeply. 


“Impressive control.” 


The baser part of his brain responded to the praise and he let slip a low rumble. His 
mandibles pulled back tight against his jaw in disgust. 


“Keep your mouth closed,” the batarian commanded. “If I catch you scenting the room you'll 
get the collar.” 


Just the idea made him wince. He continued to stroke himself, following the batarian’s 
commands for faster, tighter, slower, until vague pleasure began to crop up and a small 
amount of tension built between his legs. 


“Stop,” the batarian told him. 


He did as he was told, though he didn’t release himself. It earned him another small vibration 
on the back of his neck, like a mechanical purr, enforcing his behavior. 


“Stand.” 


The batarian took a step towards him. A bold move, something that had Nihlus itching to sink 
his teeth into the little rat’s neck. The talons on his free hand unfurled a little at his side. 


“Don’t scratch.” 


Don t you dare bite. 


“Tf you disobey I’ Il turn your collar on and leave you in the cage all night.” 


The batarian let his words sink in a little before snapping his fingers and pointing to the door 
across the room. 


“Out. It’s time to let the doctor have another look at you.” 


He must have taken a moment too long, earning him another shock that had him quickly 
rising to his feet. 


The batarian walked behind him—though Nihlus spent their entire trip sizing him up in his 
peripheral senses. The batarian was smaller than him. Don t scratch. He could easily take him 
if he managed to catch the little rat off guard. Don t you dare bite. 


He took careful stock of any important features in the hall as they passed—anything Nihlus 
could use to figure out a means of escape. There were only several other doors. None that 
looked overtly like an exit. The air itself was oddly devoid of any outside smell. Everything 
seemed stale and dark. 


He sniffed lightly for any sign or scent of the human as well, but found none. The batarian 
snapped his fingers to signal him to halt, something which, to Nihlus’ shame, worked. The 
door to the doctor’s quarters opened. Inside he could see the salarian working on something 
over a brightly lit table. 


His dark eyes shifted to them as they entered. 

“Goddess, Xilo, you’ve brought it in here unchained?” 

The doctor dropped whatever tool he’d been holding on the table. 
“Relax. He’s learning to behave.” 


Nihlus swallowed back a warning growl at the batarian's words. Though he counted 

Xilo's apparent plan to train him as a win. It meant more time to roam, without his hands tied 
—a decent chance to look for an escape. He was getting closer to an opportunity. He could 
smell it. 


“That is most unwise,” the salarian said promptly. “If we are to—” he cut himself short, voice 
dropping as he whispered, “Go as planned—we must proceed with caution. This will make 
the specimen very volatile until it wears off.” 


“As I said. It’s necessary. The varren needs to learn self-control,” the batarian came to stand 
just behind him. “Which means we need stakes. A little...inspiration for the dog to behave. 
Get some medigel on the pup first. He scratched up his pretty scales this morning.” 


Nihlus was very still. He didn’t speak, knowing they wouldn’t answer anything he might ask, 
instead trying to piece together the few vials that lay on the table in front of him, and the fact 
that he stood there, naked and holding his own exposed erection. 


Obviously he couldn’t just kill them and run. He didn’t have the slightest fucking clue where 
they were. Or how many guns and mechs he’d be up against. 


An even darker part of him still said the belly of a slaver’s den was the best place to gather 
intel. A conclusion he knew he would very likely regret later. 


“Very well,” the doctor said with some reluctance. “Have it sit.” 
The batarian snapped his fingers and pointed at the table. “Dog, sit,” he commanded. 


Nihlus growled as he looked over at the batarian. He was answered with a short jolt of the 
collar that made him whimper, and his body followed the command with a will of its own. 
The metal table creaked as he turned and lowered himself onto it. His eyes hovered over the 
batarian closely. 


“Good,” the rat sneered. 


Immediately he was rewarded with a powerful buzz to the nape, gripping him beneath the 
fringe, making him keen. He felt his erection swell in his hand. 


“Good turian’s get rewarded,” the batarian said. 


Nihlus couldn’t fight it as his thighs spread a little, though he was able to stop his hand from 
stroking himself—a rather sad accomplishment to relish in. 


He was allowed the pleasure for a moment longer than expected. The doctor was mixing 
something behind him he couldn’t see. When he brough it around in front of him, Nihlus saw 
it was a spray bottle. 


“This is good,” the salarian said with enthusiasm. “If it’s brain is already focused at the 
pleasure center perhaps it will keep it from getting aggressive.” 


He saw the salarian raise the spray bottle in front of his face. 
“What are you—” 


Nihlus hacked as the doctor sprayed him with a fine, sticky mist. He felt his nerves stand on 
end as his fringe flared a little in response. Damn that was cold. And—sweet? 


The edges of the room softened for a second before coming sharply into focus. His heart 
began to hammer in his chest and his talons unfurled a little. Why did that...why did that 
smell so good. 


“Spirits.” 


He didn’t realize his hand was moving up and down until the pleasure hit him. A low trilling 
sound slipped from the back of his subvocals. Fuck, “What did you...?” 


He felt the salarian’s hands come to massage medigel over his sensitive neck. His words gave 
way to a pant and he felt his hips cant into his hand. He began stroking himself even faster, 


giving long aggressive jerks to his rapidly swelling erection. 


His mandibles went slack as he opened his mouth to speak, but all that came was a grunt. 
Any reason as to why alluded him. What had he tried to say? To whom? 


He made another low, trilling moan as he inhaled again, calling to the female who must be 
near. Pressure built behind his plates and his knot slipped out into his hand. His chest 
rumbled with a low purr. She was close—he could smell her. Why did she not come to him? 


“The pheromones will wear off after a few hours. Be cautious, as I said, it will be volatile.” 


Volatile? That voice. It was grating, low, distinctly male. Nihlus growled as he inhaled again, 
rewarded with the female’s scent. Would she come to him—or must he find her? Did she 
require him to dispatch those thin, slinky little males in the room with him? 


They certainly weren’t suitable. 
They were small and weak. 
Unworthy to mate. 

One of them spoke, “Open the door.” 


Nihlus made a deep, wanting keen as he inhaled, his legs splayed a little wider as he stroked 
his needing cock, showcasing himself to the female. So sweet, so hot and wet. He could smell 
her. He would go to her. She was in need. 


A breath of cool, fresh air filled his nose plates. His eyes dialed in as a dark cavern opened in 
front of him. When he sniffed he could smell her. Farther away now, leading him out and into 
the dark. If those spiney little males followed they would be sorely disappointed. He would 
fuck her deep and knot her before they even had a chance to feel her from the inside. If they 
wanted to fight him for her, he would oblige—and win. 


The cavern was long, leading him only by the scent of her, making his talons unfurl and chest 
expand with every deep, enticing inhale. Slickness began dripping from his cock and down 
his thigh, too heavy, to engorged to stand. It ached for her. And it would please her no doubt. 


He neared another cavern ahead, rich with the fiery scent he craved, and he went to it, eyes 
dilating in the dark, seeking the female in need. She was here. He could smell her, hear her, 
feel her heat in the air. More eager seed ran down his thigh. He trilled softly, hoping to entice 
her closer. But she did not answer. 


Likely avoiding the lesser males that stalked behind him, ready to lap up what they could of 
their mating once they were finished. With sweetness like that—he would never be finished 
with her. 


The further he wandered into the cavern the stronger her smell became. She was close now. 
Until he could hear her, a delicate little flutter, warm and beating, the sound of a resting 
female. She would wake when she sensed him surely. And let him mount her eagerly when 
she did. 


He lowered down, bracing a hand in front of him to see into the small, strange cave the 
female hid within. She was sleeping. Her skin was bare, soft, fully unplated. Unplated for 
him. 


His knees splayed a little, coming to rest on them as he trilled for her softly, displaying 
himself to her fully. But she did not stir. He whined with need. Still she did not emerge. 
Instinct drove him closer, prowling into the dwelling on all fours, coming to bow over her 
sleeping form. 


Her body was warm beneath his, so soft, so heated. He could hear his own seed dripping out 
onto the ground beneath him, ready and eager to fill her. His knot throbbed as he leaned in, 
sniffing the female’s red, silky mane. A low growl rumbled in his chest. 


Her smell called to him. But—something else. Wild and spicy, streaked across her unplated 
skin in shades of red. He lowered his nose plates to her neck and inhaled. Blood? 


He growled again. She was wounded. 


He felt her begin to stir beneath him, renewing the rush of blood to his engorged, aching 
erection. When he saw her eyes open he whined softly. The female rolled onto her back. He 
slid his knee between her thighs and encouraged one of her legs up onto his hip, slipping her 
sleek foot to hook behind his spur. The friction of her warmth against his sensitive, unplated 
side made him purr. 


“What are you doing?” 


He canted his hips. He could feel the heat of her, so close, and his body begged to take her. 
His cock was aching for it. 


“Hey, can you hear me?” 


Her voice was soft, like a gentle trill. He felt her heated hand come to rest on his chest, and it 
expanded, displaying himself to her. He was worthy of her attention. Whatever had hurt her 
would have to pass him to reach her again. 


As if he would allow it. Her scent called to him—he was hers to claim. 
Again he inhaled, and again he smelled that wild tang of blood. 
“Hey, shit, what did they do to you?” 


The female’s legs tightened around him. The ultimate temptation. He made a strangled snarl 
as he bowed over her, pressing her naked, supple chest to his. His legs trembled with the need 
to thrust. To push himself inside of her, so hot and wet, so ready for him, and sink his teeth 
into the unsheathed skin of her shoulder. Mine. 


Dont you dare bite. 


Nihlus whimpered at the sudden reminder. His talons made a high-pitched whine across the 
metal floor as they dug in. 


“Fuck,” he choked. 


His thoughts straightened, then clouded again. He keened as he turned his face into the crook 
of her tender neck and softly inhaled. 


Wounded. 


“It’s okay.” The female’s voice was quiet, gentle. “It’s alright. It’s not your fault. Let me help 
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you. 


He snarled as something warm grabbed hold of his cock, feeling it throb with the female’s 
sudden acceptance. His back bowed as he came over her. Her vibrant eyes roamed down to 
their joining. 


His hips rocked against hers, giving exaggerated, long thrusts, showing her what he offered. 

She was smaller than him. Her spidery fingers seemed tight enough around him already. He 

wondered if her slit was any tighter. A thought that had him rutting against her a little harder 
a second later. 


His tongue lulled from his mouth as he inhaled the smell of her, fucking into her heated hand. 
The scent of her was absolutely delicious. His tongue ached to taste it, making his mouth 
water. 


She'd accepted him--even wounded. A fact that had him purring in pride. Soon he would taste 
her. He could wait. He would not mount her bleeding. 


He lapped at the flavor of blood on her neck and shoulder, cleaning her the best he could. 
When her hand slid down to grip his knot he rumbled. Only to keen when she moved her 
touch away. 


“Sorry,” her soft trilling was warm against his shoulder. 


His purr deepened as she returned her hand to the base of his cock, reaching to enclose his 
hand over hers, trapping it there to squeeze. A lurid growl left him, like he was fully seated in 
her, and he began to fuck faster, feeling himself swell as she cinched around him. The 
slickness of his cock left wet trails across her exposed belly. He could smell himself on her, 
marking her as his—a warning against the males, who were lucky enough just to sniff the 
scent of their mating. 


He breathed her in, so fiery and sweet, battling against the smell of her blood. She was needy 
for him. Eager. But he would not hurt her. Not ever. He would only make her keen and 
whine, writhing against him as she did now, begging for his seed like she was in heat. 


Mine 


He felt her soft thighs tighten around him as she made a sound. The ground shook with the 
force of him, thrusting down against her, rutting hard until the female keened and arched, and 
he spent his seed in ribbons across her belly and chest. 


Instinct led him to settle down over the female, his knot fit and squeezed snugly in her heated 
hand, still wet from him. He set to work cleaning more of the blood from her with his tongue, 
purring freely, encouraging her to rest, that he would watch out for her, and that she was safe 
with him. 


He would not lose control. 
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She could hear the sound of her own breathing in the dark, hushed and labored. The turian 
was lying on top of her, purring deeply, though she could tell by the rhythm he was asleep. 
He was heavy and warm. For that, at least, she was grateful. 


His talons were tangled in her hair from the time he’d spent stroking it, licking the blood 
from her as he drifted off. Part of her wasn’t sure she should move. 


She’d been lying like that, falling in out of sleep, for most of the night. She’d slept the 
hardest just after he finished on her. Something she was sure they would never talk about, or, 
well, look at each other about, again. 


She’d only meant to help him. He’d been in pain, she could see it. That wild, infatuated way 
he’d looked at her, gripping himself like he ached, legs shaking as he’d straddled her, 
whining. They’d done something awful to him. She didn’t know enough about turians to 
know what, exactly. But she knew what he needed, and how to help. 


Now the guilt of her body’s own response was weighing on her. She’d tried to ignore the 
friction, the way he’d purred as he rubbed up against her. The way his body seemed so 
perfectly made to attach them together. He’d licked the blood from her sorest wounds. 


Even though she knew it meant nothing—she hadn’t felt that level of care in...so long. Not 
since... 


There was a soft sliding sound, the sound of a door opening, and she could hear quiet 
footsteps as they came toward the cage. A moment of silence followed. She saw a set of eyes 
appear through the other side of the bars. 


He was standing far enough away it was hard to see him. Even so, his silver plates made him 
stand out in the dark. The asari’s turian watched them through the bars. He didn’t make a 
sound, seeming to gauge whether or not the other turian was going to rise, perhaps wondering 
if he sensed him. When he didn’t stir, she saw the silver-plated guard come forward. 


There was a clattering sound. Several items toppled down into the crate. The turian on top of 
her jolted, raising his head with a low growl. She heard him sniff. Those strange spikes on his 
head came closer together, like a cat flattening its ears, and he craned around to find the 
source of the sound. 


She seized the moment to slide out from under him. Her legs prickled with the rush of fresh 
blood as she crawled toward the front of the crate. The guard outside the door stood there and 
watched her a moment, his strange eyes reflecting the light from the door outside. His talons 
were close together in front of his narrow waist. Almost like he was fidgeting. He shifted, 
taking a step back as the other turian growled, coming up behind her. 


She looked down at the small magpie pile of items inside the cage. There were several 
packets of medigel and a few stims. A couple of hydro packets. A button. And—food. 


When she snatched one up the guard made a soft trill. She tore it open quickly. Before she 
could bring it to her mouth the other turian caught her arm with a sharp snarl. Without 
warning the packet was ripped from her hand and thrown back against the wall of the cage. 


She watched the larger turian rise up on his knees, sliding her out of the way as he came to 
block the entrance of the crate. His mandibles slid back and he made a loud hiss. 


The other turian couldn’t have left the room faster. 


Her eyes fell back to the little collection of gifts on the floor. Several food packs were now 
crushed beneath the turian’s knees. When she reached for them he turned on her, growling 
low as he swiped them out of the way, scattering them around the crate. 


“T’m hungry,” she said firmly. “We can share.” 


She didn't understand his reaction. Though his aggression didn’t seem aimed towards her. His 
eyes roamed her over, pupils still blown and inky, though they’d started to retract, leaving 
behind only a slim halo of green. They lowered to the offerings on the floor as he rumbled 
something low. 


After a moment his talons scrapped along the metal. She saw him collect the button she’d 
noticed before. Only now, as he held it up to examine, she realized it wasn’t. 


Not a button. 


‘A translator.” She looked up at him. Was she allowed to have one now? It looked identical 
to the one the asari gave her when they... She stopped the thought in its tracks, reaching out 
to take the earpiece as the turian held it up. 


The turian growled softly, retracting, examining it a moment longer before he finally let her 
take it. He eyed the item with distrust as she slid it into her ear. 


“We'll have to hide it when they come. They can’t see any of this,” she said, reaching for one 
of the food packets now scattered along the narrow cage. There was a large enough crack 
between the side panels and floor they could likely hide it in, though one side was used as a 
latrine. She looked down at the opened packet as her stomach gave a low rumble. 


“You can’t eat that. It’s dextro.” 


Her hand lowered as she looked up at the turian. Her mouth opened a little. It was the first 
time she’d ever heard him speak—had anyone here rightly speak to her, like a normal person, 
and that...that was his voice? 


There was a long moment of pause. He braced one taloned hand in front of him, leaning over 
her a little, as if to study her more closely. 


“Can you hear me, human?” 
bs 


It was a deep, low rumble, dark and smooth, and slightly dry. Human. That’s what he’d been 
calling her. She recognized the soft trill that capped his sentence. He really had been trying to 
talk to her. She’d known that, but even so, the confirmation was...warm. 


She closed her mouth, looking down at the food packet in her hand. 
“Dextro?” she said in question. 


“Not safe for your species. It will kill you.” The turian rumbled a low growl as he glanced 
back through the bars. His predatory eyes were sharp and hard. “That little welp should know 
better.” 


It explained him swiping it away. Part of her wondered what he must have said to the other 
turian to send him away so fast. 


“T didn’t know,” she said, defeated and still hungry. “Thanks.” She sat back on her heels, 
offering the packet to him. 


The turian grumbled a little and turned his face away. 

“No thank you.” 

His words were sharp. She frowned. 

“Can turians not have dextro?” 

Why would the guard give them something neither of them could eat? 
“Human...” 

His voice was a low growl—a warning. 

She retracted her hand, feeling heat burn her face, like she’d been scolded. 
“T’m sorry I didn’t mean to—” 

“You didn’t,” he cut her off. 


She saw his talons flex on the ground in front of her. She studied him silently a moment 
before he let out a low huff, turning to face her. Without warning he leaned down. His 
massive shoulders stooped, lowering his face into her neck, like some strange headbutt, 
talons on her stomach as he pushed her back against the side of the crate. She heard him 
inhale. 


“Do you have any idea how good you smell right now?” 
Her hands came to grip his unplated sides as she stiffened. His voice was dark and low. 


“You smell like me.” His talons ran lightly along her skin, as if testing the sticky, pearly blue 
climax he’d marked her with last night. “Like temptation. I can’t breathe without smelling it. 


All I want to do right now is fuck you.” 


Something burned in her belly. She was very still as he inhaled again, a rumbling purr 
coming from his chest. All at once the sound cut off with a hushed growl. 


He pushed her away from him and sat up. 
“You should keep your distance,” he said curtly. 


His dilated eyes shifted toward the bars, and he turned, gripping them as he drew away from 
her. 


“How long will it last?” she asked him. 


She watched his chest rise and fall slowly, expanding the muscle there in a way that was hard 
to ignore. It didn’t seem right that she noticed. Even worse that it made him look so 
appealing. 


“T don’t know.” 
His voice was softer now, bowing his head as he answered. 


“T think that’s the point.” 


There was a long pause. She wasn’t sure if she should ask. Or if he wanted her to. Instead she 
scooted farther back into the crate and took up one of the hydro packs on the floor, twisting 
the nozzle on the front. 


“Listen, human, I’m...” The turian’s voice came and fell away as he sighed. He didn’t turn to 
her as he spoke. “I’m sorry I haven’t gotten us out of here sooner. And that I...what I did to 
you—” 

“Tt’s not your fault. It wasn’t your fault,” she told him, staring down at her own bare legs, 
stretched out in front of her. “I’ve been here longer than you have. If anyone should be 
desperate to get us out of here, it should be me.” 


But she wasn’t. 


Silence came and went as she heard him sigh. He turned his head, granting her a rather 
stunning view of his profile, though he didn’t look at her. 


“How long?” 
His voice was quiet, tender. As though it meant something for him to know. As if he cared. 
“A year, I think—no. Two.” 


She’d had that brief stint as a krogan’s hand pet, which she’d spent strictly cleaning armor 
and lugging equipment. But most of it had been spent in batarian airspace, being passed 
around from ship to ship, until the asari came by with a lump sum of cash, asking for a biotic. 
Then she’d been here. 


“That’s—” the turian spoke, exhaling sharply, turning back to gaze out through the bars of the 
crate. “Two years...I’m sure you miss your family. Where are you from?” 


She set the water pouch beside her on the floor, bringing her legs up to her chest, ankles 
crossed, gripping her thighs. Maybe he was only trying to distract himself. Though the 
question still hurt. 


She heard the collar on her neck beep as her biotics pulsed, testing the control field, enough 
to make the hair stand on her arms. 


“Mindoir.” 
The silence that came next was long. She saw his talons slip away from the bars. 
“I’m sorry,” he said softly. “I’ve heard the stories. Are they...?” 


“No.” she rested her chin on her knees, gazing out at the room through the crate. “It’s just 
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me. 
Even if she wanted to leave—she’d have nowhere to go. 
“What about you?” she asked. 


The turian turned, sitting back against the wall of the crate. “My father died when I was 
young. Mom couldn’t feed both of us, so she shipped me off to the military. Haven’t seen her 
since.” She watched as he slung an arm over his knee, talons dangling in front of him—an 
oddly human posture. “Can’t really blame her,” he said, mandible pulling back into 
something of a smirk, “I was a shit kid.” 


“How longs it been?” she asked. 


His dilated eyes softened as he searched the wall in front of him. “Five years,” he said 
quietly. 


“Oh.” 


She didn’t say anything else—didn’t know what to say. She knew what he meant, being a 
‘shit kid’. There wasn’t a number to the times she’d wondered what would’ve happen if she’d 
come home sooner. If she hadn’t been out all night, wasn’t buzzed crawling up under her 
sheets. Would it have made a difference? Would they still be here if she’d been sober? 
Quicker to hear them come? 


He ducked his head as he turned to look at her. She couldn’t fathom how something— 
someone—so deadly could look so...kind. His blown eyes roamed her in the dark. She could 
see his talons furling and unfurling a little at his side. Finally he came back onto his knees. 


She was careful as he came toward her, unsure of what could trigger him. If he was still 
struggling. When he reached toward her she didn’t move. Just one talon, sharp and curved, 
came forward to capture a lock of her hair, and he pulled it over her shoulder. His thumb 
finger came to rub the strand softly. His darkened eyes studied it as he spoke. 


“What is it called?” he asked. 
There was a low trill behind his words—as if he was purring in a way she couldn’t quite hear. 


“You mean my hair?” She frowned, looking down at the ribbon he’d captured, watching it 
wind lazily around his talon as he studied it. 


“Hair,” he murmured quietly. He let it run across his finger as he pulled away. “I’d forgotten 
the word for it.” 


She hummed, looking up at the crown of spikes from his head. ““What about yours?” 


She reached for it but he caught her hand. Heat crept into her cheeks. His eyes seemed to dial 
in a little as they focused on her face. For a second he was strangely still. Finally he let her 
hand slip away with a low huff. 


“A fringe,” he told her, ducking his head as he cast his gaze aside. “It is...sensitive.” 


In the dark she could see purple color creep up from his chest to the unplated scales of his 
neck. 


“I’m sorry. I didn’t—” 
“You didn’t know.” 


He turned away again before she could fully see his face, going back to the front of the crate. 
She heard him take in several lungfuls of outside air as he leaned forward against the bars. 


“Do you think that other turian can help?” 


The question was naive. But she didn’t care. She thought she saw him stiffen at the mention 
of the guard. 


“Maybe,” he rumbled. “Though I doubt he has any sort of clearance to get us through the 
outer doors. Getting out of here is going to be a challenge. I’m not sure exactly where we are, 
but I'd guess by the low temperature and lack of fresh air that we’re somewhere 
underground. Which means if—i/—we somehow managed to fight our way to the top, we’d 
likely be facing a battle against the terrain, with miles between us, and anything close to 
civilization.” 


His voice was smooth, unrevealing of any emotion. She studied his back as she considered 
what he said. Her shoulders began to shiver a little. 


“Why is he bringing us all this stuff?” 


There was a low creaking sound. She looked up to see the turian gripping the bars in front of 
him, enough to strain the metal just slightly, resting his forehead between his hands. The 
muscles of his arms jumped with the sudden tension. 


“Don’t ask me that right now,” he said tersely. 


His voice was tight, underscored by a deep, rumbling growl. Again with the strange 
reactions. But she wouldn’t press. 


She rested her head against the back of the crate. Her shirt still lay flung on the floor beside 
her. After a minute or so of shivering she reached down and pulled it over her head. 


For a long time they simply sat in silence. She stashed the extra food in the shallow divot 
that lined the back of the crate and curled up in the far corner, resting her head on her arm. 
Her body felt tired and sore. It didn't take long before her eyes drifted shut. 


As her thoughts began to fade, she could hear the turian shifting around in the crate, sliding 
down onto the floor beside her. Warmth appeared, followed by a low purr. The world turned 
vague until it disappeared entirely. 


“There s my girl.” 


After a while she was jolted awake by the slide of the outer door as it opened. Light flickered 
on, and there was a clunk as something was tossed onto the floor. The vague smell of food 
filled the air. Her eyes opened but she felt no urge to sit up. Her head was pulsing enough the 
world seemed fuzzy. She curled in a little, thinking it felt colder than it should’ ve. 


“Auman.” 


The turian said the word softly. When she didn’t move she heard him come closer. A second 
passed, and she saw his clawed hand appear in front of her, offering both packets for her to 
take. 


“Food.” 


It was a simple command. One that made her stomach gnaw, and she sat up slowly, propping 
herself on her arm as she took one. Her hand shook as she did—though not from the cold. 


“Take both,” he offered, laying the other in front of her, nestled against her stomach. “I can 
eat the dextro packets.” 


She looked up at the turian kneeling over her. His pupils had dialed back considerably, almost 
to normal, though they grew again slightly as she studied him. Finally she nodded. 


He made a soft trill as she opened one of the warm packets. When she took the first bite he 
began to purr. His pupils flexed a little as he watched her eat, making his eyes soft, though he 
said nothing. After a moment he reached over her and took one of the hidden ‘dextro’ packets 
for himself. 


She only made it through half of the second one before her stomach was too full and she was 
forced to stop. He took the rest of the packet from her and hid it with the others at the back of 
the crate. Water was given to her next. Which he watched her drink with that same, oddly 
attentive look. 


Fortunately for both of them, the door didn’t open for the rest of the day. Neither of them said 
much. Though he continued to swing from standoffish to strangely attentive—whatever it 


meant. Maybe he was starting to feel better. Either way she was happy for the break. She 
didn’t have it in her to fight today. 


The feeling only seemed to get worse as the day went on. Part of her wondered if she 
wouldn’t eventually just give out entirely. There was nothing left to fight for anyway. 
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The human was losing her fight. 


Today marked the second day they’d been left alone in the crate with no reprieve. Part of him 
had hoped with the introduction of the translator they would speak more, to convene and to 
plan a way out. Instead she spoke less than before. 


Was she tired? 
Was she sick? 


The second question seemed to nag at him more incessantly as the initial day went on. Once 
the first day cycle passed and the lights went off, the human had curled into a tight ball 
against the back of the cage and not moved. She didn’t sleep—she just lay there, staring at 
the wall, shivering. When he’d laid down beside her, hoping to warm her, he thought she felt 
hotter than usual. Too hot. 


Had they done something to her? 


The question turned into worry when she’d woken in the night and crawled over to the latrine 
vent, heaving up everything she’d eaten that day. 


When she’d crawled back to their spot, she’d practically clawed her way on top of him, 
shaking as she clung to him for warmth. He didn’t have the heart to do anything but hold her. 
She’d fallen asleep again almost immediately. 


Nihlus, however, couldn’t close his eyes. He’d curled himself around the human the entirety 
of the night, listening to the rapid, panicked flutter of her heartbeat, praying to the spirits it 
wouldn’t give out. Perhaps he’d done this to her. 


Was it his fault? 


It was nearly day cycle again when he heard the same, quiet slide of the door opening across 
the room. The almost silent patter of footsteps as they came. And the unmistakable smell of 
male turian hovering near the front of the cage. The human in his arms didn’t stir. He held her 
a little tighter, the purr in his chest shifting into a long, low growl. 


The guard’s eyes gleamed like coins in the dark as he watched them. 
“What do you want?” Nihlus asked. 


The silver-plated turian shifted from one foot to another. When he spoke his voice was 
hushed. 


“Ts she okay?” 


Nihlus growled again, underscored by a slow warning hiss from his subvocals. “What’s it to 
you, pup?” 


That seemed to stall the turian a moment. His eyes flickered down to the human, then back to 
him. 


“Xilo told us we couldn’t take her for a few days. Said you were learning to control yourself. 
Axia is pissed. The human—is she sick?” 


The persistent question caught him off guard. Nihlus raised his head a little. His eyes 
narrowed. 


“And if she is?” 


By Axia he assumed he meant the asari. Good to know. He watched the young turian unfurl 
his talons as he held something out for him to see. It looked like a syringe. 


“Do you still have water pouches?” He turned his head to gaze toward what Nihlus assumed 
was the open door. “I can get you a few more—but I have to be fast.” 


That same anger spiked up in him he’d felt the day before. The teething little pup had been 
sniffing around their cage off and on for the last few cycles. Then he’d gotten so bold as to 
bring the female food and nesting gifts the night before—of all nights. He likely smelled their 
mating and wanted to join. 


Nihlus hissed a little at himself. Get it together. His instincts were out of control. 
“Fuck the water. Tell me what’s wrong with her.” 


The younger turian rumbled a little as he bristled. “I’m serious. She’! need it. Axia’s been 
giving her red sand for—” 


Nihlus saw blue. 


“Red sand?” His talons furled around the female in his arms. “You’ve been feeding a captive 
civilian red sand, and try to patch it up later by... offering her water? What a fucking hero.” 
His mandibles pulled back with disgust. “How much do they pay for a bareface like you to be 
here?” 


The young turian growled. 


“Tell me,” Nihlus’ voice was dark and scathing, “I want to know how much a life is worth to 
you. How much will I be flushing down the drain when I get my talons in your neck?” 


Composure, Kyrik! 
He needs to learn control... 


Two warring voices ignited in his head. The other turian was quiet for a moment. Nihlus 
clenched his teeth, battling with the urge to say more, to dig in, to hurt him in the only way he 
could right now. Some vague part of him knew he shouldn’t. Hopefully that part would come 
back to him when this was all over. 


“She’s going to get sick,” the turian said. His voice was oddly soft. “The withdrawls from red 
sand...they’re bad. I’ve seen it before. The human ones...they need more water than us, or 
theyll...” 


The human in his arms made a soft, gasping sound. Her hand came to grip him by the front of 
his cowl as she curled further against his chest. She was shaking hard enough to rattle them 
both. 


“Please,” the turian said, “Take the meds. I...I don’t get paid for this. I won’t ask for your 
pity either. I just...don’t want her to die.” 


His subvocals made a pleading whine as he spoke. 
Pity? For what? 


Nihlus gauged the turian closely for a second. He had little choice. He knew that. The human 
wasn't going to get better. Not if they were giving her red sand. Spirits... 


With a huff he sat back against the crate. 
“Fine,” he growled. 


The kid shifted back and forth on his feet, likely trying to guess whether Nihlus would lunge 
for him, before bringing the syringe over to the bars. He crouched before letting it drop 
through onto the floor. For a second he hovered there, eyeing him, and the two watched each 
other in silence. When his eyes fell to the human they softened, and he made a soft trill. 


““She’s so warm, isn’t she?” he said quietly. “Her fringe is like fire.” 


Nihlus rumbled, though the sound was hushed, falling back into a low purr as the human 
buried her soft face in his shoulder. He ran his talons through the fiery colored tendrils on her 
head. 


“Hair,” he said as he studied her. ““That’s what she calls it.” 
He felt the guard's eyes flicker onto him. “Hair,” the kid said again. 


He studied her a moment longer before standing away from the bars. 


Nihlus watched the silver turian leave without a word. He stooped low, burying his face 
against her damp skin, testing her scent as he paused to check the flutter of her heart. It was 
slowing. Whether or not that was a good thing, he didn’t know. 


A second later he heard the door to the room open again. The quiet patter of footsteps 
returned. He saw the silver turian appear in front of the bars, dropping a few water pouches 
through to the other side. 


“Give me your extra trash,” he said. “Can’t risk them finding it.” 


Nihlus reached down and gathered the pouches and dextro wrappers still lying on the ground, 
sliding them across the floor towards the bars. The other turian hooked them with his talon to 
pull them through. He watched him crumple the trash in his hand as he looked down at it. 


“I’m sorry,” the guard said suddenly. He cocked his head a little as he studied the wrappers. 
“T didn’t know humans were levo. I’ve never fed one before.” 


Nihlus bristled at the mention. “They didn’t teach you that in basic?” he rumbled. 


The turian didn’t look at him. His subvocals, which had been purring quietly, were suddenly 
silent. He’d been marked once, Nihlus could see the last of the scraped away lines on his 
face. Every marked turian went to basic. Military training was a part of Hierarchy airspace 
gen ed. 


He saw the silver turian’s talons unfurl before closing around the trash in his hand. 


“Wouldn’t know. I never made it through,” he said. Without looking at him the turian rose to 
his feet. 


Nihlus’ vocals went silent. His eyes followed the turian as he stuffed their trash into his 
pockets. “I'll try to bring more levo packets tomorrow night. I have to go. If Axia finds me 
back here...” 


“Go,” Nihlus told him. 


The turian’s blue eyes darted once more to the human before he ducked his head and left. 
Darkness resumed over the room. In the quiet he could hear the human’s breathing, low and 
ragged, fingers clutched against the front of his cowl. 


He used his reach to slide the syringe over to him with his foot. The cap hit the floor with a 
soft clatter. He’d used NARCAN before—during his younger years as a shit kid. Most stims 
worked best in the muscle. He looked her over for a suitable place to stick the needle, giving 
her slender arm a soft squeeze. On her it was difficult to tell. Though it seemed good enough. 


“Auman.” 


He felt her fingers curl tight against his chest. When he squeezed her arm again she made a 
soft, pained sound. A second later she started shivering. 


“Human,” he said again softly. 


Her green eyes flickered open, searching the dark, before landing on his face. They were 
glittering—a feeling, she’d told him. Which one, he didn’t know. He saw a small crystal spill 
down into the side of her hair. 


“Medicine.” 


He held the shot up so she could see it. The fur above her eyes dove together and a small 
whine left the back of her throat, though her mouth stayed closed. When he pushed up the 
edge of her sleeve he felt her bury her face into his shoulder. He didn’t give her time to 
anticipate it before sticking the needle in, harder than he should have, surprised by how little 
resistance her skin gave. She flinched but was otherwise quiet. 


He tossed the cap and needle in the latrine vent before bowing over her, listening to the 
fluttering sound in her chest. Her head lulled forward a bit when he did. It came to rest 
against the side of his face as she let out a low exhale. A trill escaped him before he could 
stop it. 


He pressed his hand lightly over the injection site. 
“I’m sorry,” he said, “I didn’t mean to hurt you.” 


She leaned further into him. An innocent act, he reminded himself, she doesn t know. Her 
hand slid up slowly. It passed his cowl, the collar on his neck, stopping directly on the side of 
his bare throat. 


“You don’t hurt me,” she said, so soft, so quiet he barely heard her. 


Her many fingers ghosted lightly just beneath the plate of his jaw. He felt one of her crystal 
tears spill down the front of his carapace, feather-light. Though he fought the urge, the battle 
was lost as he reached up to run his talons through her hair. 


The young turian was right. It was like fire. 
“T’m going to get you out of here,” he said. 


It wasn’t just a plan now. It couldn’t be. It had to be more than that—a promise. That’s what 
it was. Nothing short of it. He wouldn’t leave without her. 


She slept after that, hardly stirring through the night. Day three came and went slowly. His 
muscles were cramped and aching to stretch. Even with the human curled into a ball there 
was only so much room for him to move. 


The pup had made good on his promise for more food, though the human didn’t seem to want 
much. He even allowed the other turian to hang back and observe them for a while—though 
he didn’t try to talk to her. He’d been right about the water too. The more he offered the more 
she seemed to drink. 


The smell of her was easier to ignore now. Even when she crawled up close to him, pressed 
her soft face into his neck, clung to his unplated sides, curling close against him. 


It was comfort for her, he knew that. How long it had been since she felt safe he didn’t know. 
But it didn’t seem to explain how easily he fell into the routine. How much he enjoyed her 
closeness. Softness. Her smell. 


It was nearly night cycle again when they finally came. They’d shocked him and dragged her 
from his talons and out of the cage before either of them were fully awake. He snarled at the 
silver turian, who didn’t meet his eyes as he picked her up, now limp and slack, from the 
ground. Though he’d made certain to brush the translator from her ear as he’d pulled her 
from the cage. 


The kid was clever, at least. 
“Shut your maw, varren. Your master is on his way.” 
The asari kicked the side of the crate as they left. 


Not long after he heard the batarian’s voice trail into the room. Nihlus growled, coming up 
onto his knees, gripping the bars to watch him approach. 


“None of that now,” he heard him say. “I expect good behavior today. We have a buyer that 
wants a viewing.” 


The shock of his collar sent him slack against the bars of the crate. He heard the door beep 
and it opened, spilling him out onto the concrete. The cuffs on his arms forced his hands 
back. Nihlus made a dissatisfied hiss. 


“Dog, come!” 


His muscles jumped at the command, and he was pulling himself to his feet before he could 
stop. It was innate. Easier and easier to do every time. 


The soft vibration against the back of his neck only enforced the reflex. He came to stand, 
bare and fully naked in front of the batarian. 


“Good boy,” the rat sneered. 


Nihlus’ vocal cords were slack and silent. He did nothing but stare at the bastard and wait, 
memorizing every detailed, bulbous line of his face. When this was over he would be first to 


go. 
The door behind him slid open and he could hear the doctor’s voice as he entered the room. 


“_A fine specimen, I assure you. Virile and pleasure driven. You will have little difficulties 
with him.” 


“Oh, but difficulties are half the fun.” 


He didn’t turn to look at them. Only waited for them to come and join the batarian in front of 
him. He wasn’t shocked to see the asari. She was, after all, who he’d been hunting through 


batarian airspace. Saren had thought his theory on her relation to the Shadow Broker was a 
crack. 


He’d never been so fucking unenthused to be right. 
“Especially with one so infamous as Spectre Kryik. The Hierarchy’s very own rebel turian.” 


Nyxeris took him in with a growing sneer. Her eyes roamed immediately down between his 
legs. 


“Hmm,” she said with amusement. “Who knew you were packing so much heat under all that 
armor, Spectre?” 


Composure, Kyrik! 
Control. 


Nihlus said nothing. His talons furled behind his back. A sinking feeling hit his stomach as 
she reached out and took hold of his unplated erection. 


“Careful!” the salarian lurched. “This one is...ah...” 
“Volatile?” the asari finished. Her mouth spread a little in enjoyment. 


The slavers behind her were watching him closely as she stepped closer, coming to stand 
under him. His eyes stayed fixed on hers. 


“Don’t worry,” she said softly. ““We have something for that.” 


Her hand stroked him lightly, gauging his reaction. He hardly felt it. All he could feel was the 
ache of his jaws, mandibles begging to pull back, to sink his teeth into her fleshly little arm 
and relieve her of it entirely. 


Don t you dare bite 


“Impressive control. Not even a whine. He could be used all night,” the asari sneered. “Such 
a pretty thing.” 


“The collar, of course, comes with the signing package—to be used until he is housebroken,” 
the batarian said, eyes narrowing as he watched Nihlus. A warning. 


“Let’s talk cash.” 
The asari released him and turned back to the face the batarian. 


“T want his crate in the back of my ship by the time I depart, and I’m prepared to pay to make 
that happen.” 


His gut sunk. Fuck. If he she took him... 


What about the human? 


No. He’d promised her. Both of them. 
Don t you dare bite. 
If they were separated who knows where they’d take her. 
Dont you dare. 
He couldn’t let that happen. He’d promised her. 
Dont... 


It was easy, with the asari’s back turned. More instinct than anything. It was never smart to 
turn your back on a wild animal. On a turian without a muzzle, and not a lot to lose. 


His body screamed at him to be still. To listen and obey the batarian’s nagging voice. 
But he was never very good at following commands. 


He used his spur to pull her to him, teeth in her shoulder before she had a second to react. 
Blood warmed his mouth, his jaw and mandibles, biting harder, enough to maim, but not kill. 
He couldn’t risk being put down like the turian before him. Left slung over the top of a crate 
to bleed out into the drain. 


Not that. 
He just needed more time. 


The more she struggled, the harder he bit. Even harder when the whine of the collar sent a 
hard shock through his system. It only made his jaws lock, sending both of them down onto 
the concrete, warm, wet blood slicking the front of his carapace. 


“Get off me! Get him off!” 


The pain was blinding. It didn’t stop when they pulled the asari from on top of him. Not 
when he was dragged backwards. When he was thrown into the cage. Or when the lights 
went off and the sound of rapid footsteps left the room. 


The collar stayed on—choking him—leaving him gasping, arched and keening on the cold 
floor. 


The pain was brilliant. 


But not as brilliant as his pride. As a promise. As the human’s glittering eyes, and soft, red 
hair—like fire. 


Chapter End Notes 


Nihlus not understanding the evolutionary advantage of tears, while also being affected 
by them. He'll get there. 


No Control 
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Our biotic warhead reaches a turning point. 


Chapter Notes 
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Something was wrong. 


The room was quiet. It was dark. She could hear the faint beep of the collar, still active 
around her neck. A sign her biotics were stressing its field. Something she couldn’t help. 


When they’d brought her to the testing site, the turian had carried her as he always did to the 
center of the floor, setting her down carefully as she blinked away the last of the sedative. 


She’d heard the asari call to him. He’d placed his clawed hand on the top of her head a 
moment before turning to follow. The way he’d looked at her was troubling. Like he was 
worried for something. She didn’t know what. 


For the next hour she did nothing but wait. In the dark, in the humid cold, collared and 
kneeling, she could think of nothing worse. 


Was she being punished? 


More time dragged by, how long she didn’t know, before the door to the testing area opened. 
By then her knees were aching and raw. Shadows took shape against the outer light. There 
were four of them. 


She knew them by each of their outlines. Two krogan, an asari, and... 
Oh no. 


The turian was thrown down onto the concrete in front of her. He made a low trill, almost a 
growl as several items were thrown on top of him. An empty stim syringe. Used medigel 
packets, water pouches, and food wrappers. 


All the things he’d given them. Given her. They clattered onto the concrete, rolling away as 
the turian tried to rise. One of the krogan’s sent their boot into the turian’s unplated side. He 
made a gasping sound as he fell back onto the floor. 


“Down, dog!” the asari shouted. 


He didn’t move. He only watched her, just her, head down, braced on his forearm, panting 
lightly. Something dark and wet was smeared across the front of his silver plates. 


Was it blood? 
One of the krogan came over to her, pushing the translator into her ear with a harsh shove. 


“Imagine my surprise, pet, to wake up this morning and find.... someone has been helping 
themselves to my very own, personal stock of medigel.” 


The asari was standing over the turian, facing her, though she doubted the words were meant 
for anyone but him. 


“Even worse,” the handler craned her head, “When I found the evidence so cleverly hidden in 
the krogan’s cabin space.” 


Her boot came up, resting on the side of the turian’s face, pressing down on his fringe. He 
hissed. 


“Td nearly fallen for it, too. If I hadn’t had the inkling to check the security tapes. Now I’m 
left to wonder what it must be, that could tempt my own guard into such...poor behavior.” 


She pressed her boot down harder as she turned her attention to the turian. 
“Have I not treated you well enough? Not given you proper motivation to behave?” 
Her boot came up, then down with enough force to make him howl. 


“Should I remind you why you were once so keen to obey, dog? Or should I find that pretty 
sister of yours, so she can remind you herself?’ 


The guard growled. His legs curled up a little like he might lunge. But the sudden jump in his 
muscle told her he wouldn’t. That he knew better. 


“T really do love it when they still have family,” she said, looking up at the krogan as she 
laughed. “Gives us all the leverage we need for needy,” she kicked the guard, harder, 
“Filthy,” and harder, ““Turian dogs.” 

“Stop!” 


The word barely left her before one of the krogan jabbed her in the ribs with the animal prod. 
She folded forward, biting back a cry. The bruise on her side gave a blinding throb. 


“Stop?" the handler asked. "But we haven’t even started.” 
The enjoyment drained from the asari’s face—replaced by something hard and angry. 
“It occurred to me that perhaps I hadn’t been very fair to my dear guard here.” 


She held out her hand, and the krogan passed her the metal prod. 


“He is turian, after all. They’re only made to do two things.” 


Without warning she sent the tip of the prod beneath the turian’s fringe. He howled as he 
arched. The smell of something burning filled the air. The collar on her neck began to beep 
and the world turned a little softer. A little more distant. 


“This one is clearly made to fight. Such a loyal dog. So vicious with his back to the wall.” 


She watched the asari run the end of the prod down the side of his neck. The shock beneath 
his fringe had done something. She could see it in the dazed, glassy way he searched the 
floor. Like something was leaving him all at once. 


“Td nearly forgotten how needy—how absolutely desperate they can be—when they smell 
something good enough to fuck.” 


The asari continued to stroke his neck, his exposed scales a soft, muted gold, up and down, 
until the turian made a low keen. 


“Tt can drive them to do crazy things.” 
Help him 

Do something 

Stop her 


Her mind flickered frantically though a list of possibilities. What they will do to him. Do to 
her if she tried to stop them. It only ever ended one way. 


The collar on her neck beeped again as she felt her biotics stress. 


She heard the turian make another keen. He turned his head, forehead resting on the hard 
concrete, looking away from her as his knees gathered a little, bringing his hips off the 
ground. 


“Tt’s not his fault, if you think about it. Its nature. His instinct. Fight, and fuck. That’s all 
turians are made for,” the asari rubbed him a little harder and the turain’s clawed hand moved 
down between his legs with a low growl. “So I thought I’d give him the chance to show you. 
What he really is.” 


The turian on the ground made a soft whine. 
“Just another greedy...turian... whore.” 


She averted her eyes. He was half kneeling, forehead pressed to the concrete, hand down 
inside the waist of his pants. His hand moved through the fabric as he panted wordlessly. He 
didn’t speak. Both of them knew better—had been doing this for too long. There was no use 
in fighting. 


“Look at her, dog! Show her what you’re panting for. What you crave so desperately.” 


One of the krogans reached down to grip him by the fringe, pulling him up on his knees to 
face her. He was still touching himself. The silver, sliding plates on the side of his face were 
slack, head pulled slightly back to expose his throat. He made a strange, keening sound when 
he was forced to look at her. 


“Dogs don’t wear clothes, do they?” the asari asked. 
The question came suddenly, capped with a harsh, biting laugh. 


The turian growled as they hoisted him up. He didn’t fight as they quickly stripped him, 
throwing him back onto the ground in front of her. She scrambled back, legs kicking out, 
palms to the cold concrete. Without warning the turian reached out and grabbed her by the 
ankle. 


Even with the translator in her ear he didn’t seem to speak. He dragged her back to him, 
pinning her leg, trilling softly as he came back onto his knees. The side of his face lowered to 
skate across the top of her foot and she saw his hand move back to grip his heavy erection, 
now fully exposed in front of her. It was large, same as the other turian’s, slick and dripping a 
pearly blue liquid. She could see the raised ribs parting his fingers slightly as he started to 
stroke himself. 


He keened when he noticed her attention, spreading his legs a little wider, as if to grant her a 
better view. She was frozen as she watched him. 


“The inexperienced ones are the best, I've always found. It doesn’t take much to turn them 
into a whining mess. Just look how fast he begs for you.” 


The asari shoved him a little with the back of her prod. The turian didn’t even notice. He 
inhaled, as if to sniff her, rubbing his cheek against the side of her calf, and she saw his 
tongue come out. 


The appendage was long, blue, smooth and slightly dry. He licked the top of her shin, then 
down lower, the tapered tip skimming the top of her foot. The sound he made turned her face 
hot. She saw his hips move as he began slowly fucking down into his hand. 


He didn’t try to crawl on top of her. The muscles of his arm flexed as his hand worked a little 
faster over his swelling erection, licking and rubbing against her leg, trilling softly. The sound 
was appeasing. Like he was trying to soothe her. After a second she felt his hand come to 
snake up beneath her shirt. 


The razor edge of his talons raked against her lower belly. The caress was surprisingly careful 
—attentive to the fact he could easily cut her. She felt his talons touch where the other turian 
had marked her several nights before. 


“You smell like that other whore don’t you?” the asari said. “They love that.” 


Heat burned her cheeks as the turian lowered himself closer to the ground at her feet. His 
glassy eyes rose to hers, dark and dialed in, searching her wordlessly, like he was seeking her 
approval. 


Her leg arched up with uncertainty. When she didn’t move he made a slow, clicking trill, 
pupils burning away the last of his blue iris, staying low as he prowled closer to her. 


His forehead met her stomach. She heard him inhale, felt the heat of his tongue lull from his 
mouth as his whole body shuddered. Warmth grew between her legs. A vague throb followed. 
She turned her head away, trying to swallow back the sudden, gripping feeling that took a 
hold of her. 


She could feel his breath, hot and panting between her legs. He made a low, pleading whine 
when she looked away, drawing her attention back to him, trilling as he opened his hand, 
stroking himself so she could see. Showing himself to her. Offering. 


The sight of it was massive and heavy. Dripping with some sort of natural lubricant. It made 
her stomach flutter. 


She felt his tongue run along that sensitive spot thighs. The air caught in her throat, and he 
began to purr. 


“Have you ever seen two turians fight over the same female before?” the asari asked. 


Her voice was muted and distant. His hot tongue came to run along her lower belly—where 
the other turian had marked her. A long, low rumble followed. She felt him shudder again. 
His hips began to move faster. Harder. Short, claiming thrusts that made him grunt. 


“It’s exquisite.” 


Without warning the turian reared up on his knees. His head fell back as he made a low, dry 
growl, and his other hand came to join his first. She saw the base of his erection swell. His 
hips bucked brutally into his hands, chest expanding, the muscles of his narrow stomach tight 
and defined. 


She watched his chin tilt up as if to offer her his throat. 
His biceps jumped. 


He snarled, and she watched pale blue semen spill out in ropes across the concrete between 
her legs. She felt it, hot and wet across the side of her calf. He kept fucking into his hands for 
a moment before he suddenly keened and looked down at her, clearly horrified at himself. 


“TIsn’t that better now, pet? Now that she knows what you are?” 


One of the krogan grabbed him by the back of the neck and threw him down in front of the 
asari. He came up a little, still holding himself, only to be kicked back onto the ground. 


“Just a needy, desperate animal, begging to be used.” 


She jabbed the prod down against his hip with a sharp zap. The turian snarled, swiping at it 
with his talons. 


“Should I remind you what else you’re good for, dog?” the asari barked. “What I paid all 
those credits for—the moment I heard super-cop Vakarian’s son was up for grabs?” 


She heard the turian whine a little. One of the krogan kicked him onto his back. The other 
came to stand over him, larger, rougher than the other, with a silver pummel weapon where 
his right hand should be. The krogan brought it back to strike the turian head on. 


The side of his face bounced off the concrete. The crack it made was sickening. The krogan 
didn’t hesitate, bringing the weapon back to strike him again. Blue blood sprayed the ground. 


“Stop.” 
She scrambled forward onto her knees. 
The collar on her neck started to beep. 


The turian braced his hand on the concrete, trying to push himself up, shoulders slumped. His 
head hung as blood dripped from his mouth. 


Hurt. Wounded. Bleeding on the ground. 

Like a child under the nose of a gun. 

The smell of something burning filled the air as the asari shocked him in the side. 
Burning. 

Like fire. 


The krogan brought his metal fist back. The beeping came faster. The turian’s blue eyes went 
to her. A last look. 


She rose up on her knees as he brought it down. 
“Enough!” 


There was a low pulse. The krogan stumbled, pummel cracking the concrete as he landed on 
his back. The collar on her neck flashed red. She felt the hair on her arms stand on end. 


The asari looked up. The turian didn’t move as he watched her. The other krogan standing 
over him took a step away. He shuffled, turning his back to the turian, coming to face her on 
the ground. 


“Shit, did she just—” 


The turian’s eyes shifted to him. She’d seen wild animals about to lunge before. The way 
their muscles coiled, ears flattening, much like his fringe, his blue eyes dialing in as the silver 
plates on his face pulled back, revealing his sharp teeth. 


He was on him in a second. They landed together on the concrete as his talons slashed down, 
drawing a line of blood above the collar of the krogan’s armor. The other krogan cursed as he 
scrambled to stand. 


She heard the asari laugh. 
“What did I tell you? Instinct.” 


The turian snarled as the krogan under him tried to swing, unfurled talons slashing at his arm, 
then again at the krogan’s exposed face. 


Blood showered the concrete around them. 


It was feral. The way he fought was wild, untrained and brutal. Meant for more than just to 
kill—meant to maim. 


The krogan rolled over, trying to throw him off, but the turian locked onto him with those 
strange, bone-like spikes on the back of his legs, pulling himself up enough to sink his teeth 
into the krogan’s throat. The krogan roared as the turian shook his head, sending dark blood 
down the front of his now heaving chest. 


She saw the asari reach for the omni-tool on her arm. The collar on her neck whirred and 
something pinched her neck. The world turned hazy and sedated. 


“Take her back to the cage. Get her a new collar. That one must be defective.” 


The larger krogan came towards her as she slumped. She heard the crackle of the animal 
prod, followed by the turian’s howl. The krogan hauled her up and over his shoulder, leaving 
her feet to drag as he took her from the room. 


She didn’t fight the sedative when it took over. Between that and whatever the turian had 
given her last night, it made her feel almost normal. Most of the throbbing in her head was 
gone. Her eyes and nose didn’t burn. It was almost bliss. Almost. 


Before she knew it, she was being tossed in a heap on the concrete. The cage door was 
wrenched open and she was thrown in while the krogan chuffed. The latch clicked shut and 
the sound his of clunking footsteps left the room. 


She reached up to rub the side of her head. There was strange sound, a soft whirring, hard to 
decipher through the fog of the sedative. 


She braced herself up on one hand, legs curling at her side as she pushed the hair from her 
face. 


Her brow creased with a frown. 
“Hey.” 


The dark plated turian was lying against the side of the cage. His was still, oddly stiff and 
unmoving, and— 


No. 
“Hey ! 99 


She crawled over to him across the narrow crate. The source of the strange whirring came 
into view. The light on his collar was on, the sound louder as she bent down to shake him. 


Please no. 


It wasn’t the collar that scared her. It was the blood, streaking the floor, smearing the walls, 
welled in deep grooves along his neck where he gripped the metal, tearing at it with his 
talons. It pooled in a dark halo beneath his shoulders. 


“Stop,” she said. 


He wasn’t looking at anything. Not even her when she leaned over him, tugging uselessly at 
his arms. 


Dont leave. 


There was so much of it, slicking the metal beneath her bare knees. His green eyes were soft 
and distant. She could hear the low whoosh of air as his massive chest rose and fell. Breaths 
that were too shallow—too quick. 


“Stop!” 
Please dont go. Please dont go. 


Her tugging was useless. His back arched a little off the floor as his talons made a high- 
pitched whine along the metal collar. More blood ran down the side of his neck. 


Fight it. 
He had to. 


Without a second thought she scrambled on top of the turian, straddling his chest, knees 
pinning the strained muscles of his biceps. 


It likely wasn’t the best option. 
It certainly wasn’t the safest. 


His talons were sharp, grasping helplessly as she let go of his arms, reaching up to slide her 
hands beneath his. The soft, snake-like texture of his skin was smooth—slick with blood. 


With the sedative it almost didn’t hurt. 


His talons dug in, clawing uselessly at the back of her hands as he made another muffled 
whine. 


“It's okay," she said. "I won't let go.” 


She said it again, over and over, until it sounded like nothing, and his dim eyes grew glassy, 
searching the top of the crate behind her. 


He continued to claw at her hands for a few seconds. How much of the blood on him was 
now red, not blue, she couldn’t tell. Though she'd learned a long time ago how to disconnect 
herself from the pain. 


Eventually she felt his chest rise under her as he drew in a labored, heaving breath. Fear 
sparked as she thought it might be his last. She felt him shudder, and his talons went suddenly 
still. 


One of his legs kicked out behind her, rattling the door to the cage. 


She didn’t move, keeping pressure on his wounds, unwilling to let go, afraid what would 
happen if she did. Her head spun a little with the need to close her eyes. The sedative made 
her feel heavy. But she refused, slumping over the turian as her head bowed, hair slipping 
from her shoulders to ghost along the side of his face. 


The turian made a low whine. 

She felt his shoulders ease back on the floor. 

Not much—but enough. 

She leaned forward a little, close enough they nearly touched. 

“You promised we were getting out of here," she said softly. "Both of us." 


She'd never spent much time around turians, but this one—she knew she didn’t want to lose 
him. He was good. A kind of good she hadn’t seen in...longer than she should've. It was 
something worth protecting. 


Something worth fighting for. 


She didn’t know how long they stayed like that. His talons stayed curled around her hands, 
squeezing theirs together. Her shoulders ached as she stayed leaned over him, forehead 
eventually coming to rest against the side of his face. 


It was some time after the lights went out that he finally fell slack against the floor. The 
whirring sound cut off and the light on his collar turned dark. She could hear the long, uneven 
sound of his breath, but not much else. He didn’t move. Neither of them spoke, didn’t close 
their eyes to sleep as the minutes turned to hours, half curled together, and she thought, for 
the first time in too long, that she’d really like to get the fuck out of here. 
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It was warm—like the morning sun on Palaven. Her skin. Her touch. Her smell. 
Her hair was soft against the side of his face. 


It made a window in the white. In the pain. Something to cling to—to claw and squeeze and 
hold close until he could breathe again. Until the pain went away and he was left with 
nothing but the good. Nothing but her, here, with him, wherever that might be. 


It didn’t make sense to feel this way—to feel it now. He’d never felt it for himself before. 
Though he’d heard enough about it to know what it was. 


She’d fallen asleep sometime just before the lights came on. Her legs were tangled in his, her 
soft, heated body resting on top of him, breath a warm ray down his chest. It wasn’t until he 
lowered his head to look at her that he felt the pain. 


He winced like a reflex, expecting the whir of the collar around his neck, but it didn’t come. 
Then he saw the blood. 


The purring in his chest stopped. 
He sat up on his forearm only to hiss. 
“Fuck,” that hurt. 


One of her hands slipped away from the front of his cowl. He caught it as it went, noticing 
the deep grooves, the red lines, her blood...oh...oh no. 


“Human.” 
Fuck! that really hurt. 


His voice was a dry, hoarse rattle in his throat. He held the human against him as he sat up 
fully, wincing as he did. 


She curled a little tighter before exhaling softly and turning her face up to him. Her hand 
flexed in his, as if reaching for his neck, but he didn’t let her go. 


“Your hands,” he said. 


The fur above her eyes dove together in a stern expression. She looked up at him. 


Her eyes roamed his face a moment before falling to the metal floor. They scoured for 
something before she reached down into the crack between the floor and the wall, retrieving 
the translator he’d stashed earlier. 


“That turian, the other one, he got caught helping us.” 
She was speaking before she’d fully inserted the translator. 


“The asari,” the color in her soft face drained away, though it didn't lessen the severity of her 
expression, “She made him—” a pause as her eyes fleeted from his, “She did something to 
him. So he couldn’t control himself. I think he killed one of the krogan.” 


Nihlus stared down at her hand in his. It would need more medigel or the marks would scar. 
The guard being out of commission would be a problem. 


“Is he dead?” he asked. 

“T don’t think so,” the human said. “She seemed satisfied with... humiliating him.” 
His chest rumbled, something that made his throat sting, and his eyes went to hers. 
Did he touch you? 


It was the first question that came. Though he fought the urge to ask it. Ruminating on it 
wouldn’t do either of them any good, and scenting the air only earned him the smell of her 
blood—the most pressing issue, to the stubborn, baser part of his brain. 


“We should use the last of the medigel on you,” she said. 


She used her other hand to touch the front of his cowl, though he knew she was looking at his 
throat. After a moment of silence her eyes roamed up to his. 


“T thought you were dead.” 


Her voice was quiet and soft. Her eyes glittered a little, grew distant, then came back with a 
determination he didn’t expect. With fire. 


“T don’t need it,” he told her. Though the wince he made afterward ruined the argument 
entirely. “You should use it on your hands.” 


He had no idea what his neck must look like. Though he gleaned from the pain, and the way 
she studied it, with the bonus, and copious, evidence of his blood smeared around the crate, 
that it wasn’t in great shape. 


“No,” she said. 


The word was firm. Absolute. He swallowed a growl, knowing it would do nothing but make 
his throat hurt. Instead Nihlus racked his brain. For a solution, sure, but mainly for a way to 


convince her to spare the medigel for herself. She always ended up needing it more. Even if 
she didn’t use it now—there was no telling what might happen. Especially since the pup had 
been caught feeding them. 


“Will they punish you for it too?” he asked. 


Her silky strands of hair slipped down her shoulder as she turned her head back to peer 
through the door of the crate. 


“I’m not sure,” she said, clearly considering the thought. “Maybe they already did. But I 
think she was angrier with the turian. He tricked her. She didn’t like that.” 


The pup was clever—he already knew that. Though the confirmation was a positive. Maybe 
the young turian wasn’t ruled out completely. 


“Tricked her how?” he asked. 


She sat up a little, and Nihlus did everything in his power to ignore the fact that she was 
straddling him. She used her fingers to brush her hair over and behind her ear—a movement 
he tracked, and imagined what it would be like to do for her with his talons. 


“He hid our trash in the krogans’ cabin space. The asari didn’t realize he was the real thief 
until she checked the security cameras. I think she punished them for it before she realized.” 
Her eyes roamed back to the front of his throat. “One of them was missing a hand.” 


“The one who brought you in?” he asked. 
“No. The other one. Rough looking, marked up. A lot bigger than—” 


Nihlus trilled softly in amusement, turning to gaze out through the bars. He felt the pull of 
dried blood on his neck, followed by a spark of pain. The human’s eyes flashed up to his. 


“What?” she asked. 
His right mandible pulled back in a smirk. 
“That wasn’t the asari.” 


His voice was dark and smooth. He was in the mood for some good news today. He’d have to 
tell Saren this one back on the Citadel. Old bastard better buy him a drink for it. Or three. 


“What do you...” the human trailed off, and he could feel her searching his face. “Oh, you 
mean you?” Her head cocked a little, a sight that nearly made him purr. “When?” she asked. 


He turned his face back to her, drawn in by her warmth. 
“First night. The idiot stuck his hand in my face while he was trying to get me in the cage.” 


His blood had been the only highlight of the evening. Well, that and the human. 


“T didn’t realize I bit him that hard.” Without meaning to he ducked his head, bringing them 
closer, his voice dropping a little in response. “Good to know.” 


Her pink mouth curved in a way that made her whole face brighter. Like morning. 
“Tt is,” she said. 


One krogan down. One maimed. A biotic on his side and a turian with no loyalty...at least 
not to his master. The best news of all were those two little words—security cameras. 


Security cameras meant a security room. Meant a visible pathway through the slavers den. 
And comms to call in back up. 


It seemed today was getting better and better. 


Her large green eyes studied his face, likely wondering what he was thinking, though he 
thought it was best not to say. It was impossible to tell who might be listening. 


His gaze zeroed in on a lock of her air as it slipped forward from behind her ear. 
“What’s your name?” she said. 
The question was sudden. With a closeness he didn’t expect. She was close. 


Without thinking he reached forward, talons gentle as they ran along the side of her face, that 
sharp bone that gave angle to her cheek, brushing the soft lock back behind her ear. 


“Nihlus.” His eyes moved back to hers. “Kryik.” 
She was silent for a moment. He became aware of the press of her hand on his carapace. 
“Nihlus,” she said. 


The room came sharper into focus, and he was sure his pupils flexed at the sound of her voice 
carrying his name. 


“Tell me yours,” he said softly. 


His talons hadn’t left her hair. And she hadn’t pulled away. Though the brightness to her face 
lessened. 


“T...” her eyes searched downward. Her face took on color, more red than pink this time, and 
he felt her hand slide away from his chest. “Jane.” 


She said it softly. Almost in defeat. 
Nihlus purred despite the pain in his neck. Purred for her. 


“Jane,” he said. 


Her eyes went back to his, though her head stayed low. He’d heard of batarian slavers 
training their slaves to forget their names—if there was no money to be made off of it. It gave 
them nothing of themselves to hold on to. Made them complacent. Though, like a lot of 
things, he thought it best not to ask. 


He couldn’t say for certain. But he was no stranger to the human use of common name 
pseudonyms. Jane Doe being one of them. If she said Jane, then that’s what she would be. No 
use in tearing open more wounds while she was already bleeding. 


He trilled a little for her, talons smoothing through her hair. Her shoulders seemed to relax as 
she brought her hand back to rest on his chest. He liked the way her eyes softened as she 
looked at him. 


She braced against him as she reached down into the drain trough against the wall and 
retrieved one of the few medigel they had left. 


It was a struggle for her to open. He could see her many, dexterous fingers were stiff, and that 
moving them was painful, though she said nothing about it until he took the packet from her 
injured hands. 


“I’m fine. You need it first,” she said. 


He liked the deepness to her voice. How stern and certain it sounded when her mind wasn’t 
leagues away. Whatever had brought her fight back, he was glad for it, however wrong that 
might be. 


“We’ll share,” he pressed, just as stern, watching her eyes fall to his mouth as he tore the 
packet with his teeth. He held out his hand for her. “Let me see.” 


She hesitated a moment before giving it to him. 
“Just a little,” she warned. 
He purred in amusement, drawing back one mandible. “Sure.” 


She was quiet as he squeezed some of the gel onto the back of her hand, rubbing it in with the 
side of his talon. The cuts he’d left were deep. He hated it. Only time would tell if it would 
leave lasting mobility damage—though the scars... 


A low growl slipped free, making him hiss, ending in half choked, “Shit—spirits!”’. 


Without warning the clever little human swiped the packet away with a quick, “Your turn,” 
sitting straighter in his lap. She ducked her head before he could protest and brought the torn 
end of the packet towards his throat. 


Like an instinct he reclined his head for her—giving her access. 


His purr deepened the moment he felt her fingers touch him. That soft, pink skin on her 
mouth parted, making his thoughts a little hazy, and he fought the urge to inhale. 


“Janes 

Her eyes flickered to his as she worked. 
“Be careful. It’s—” 

“Sensitive,” she said quietly. 


It wasn’t the word itself, necessarily. But the way she said it. Assertive and knowing. Yet still 
willing. 


Shes only trying to help you. 


His mind knew that. Though his body wanted to tell him a different story. Especially with her 
so close... 


“Jane.” 


He turned his face away, hoping to bring more air between them. But her fingers were 
rubbing his throat. Sensitive and sore. Bare and ready for her to take. And he would fucking 
let her if she tried. 


“Human.” 


The right smell, the perfect cocktail of chemicals, pheromones that hit fast, and hard—it was 
the way a turian worked. Once it was done it was done. And spirits if she didn’t stop rubbing 
his throat right now he would— 


“Am I hurting you?” 
She pulled her hands away and he nearly keened. 
“No.” 


The sound of his voice was rough and low. His talons were holding her soft, curved waist. 
When had he put them there? 


Did he imagine the way her eyes dilated when she looked at him? 


For a second he wondered what it would be like if he’d seen her somewhere else. On the 
Citadel, by the gardens. Across from him at the bar. That sweet smell would’ve called to him 
no matter what—it was nature. But would he have given in? Would he have been so easy for 
her? 


He thought her quite pretty for a human. Her red hair was vibrant—something that would’ve 
drawn the attention of any sane turian—the light, speckled markings across her cheeks and 
nose very flattering to the contours of her face. They reminded him of the stars over his home 
planet. And those eyes... 


Saren would’ve nudged him. Would’ve called him weak—humans take your drive, pup. 
Don t fall for it—but Nihlus never believed him. He thought humans had potential. Strong- 
headed, quick to adapt, full of fire. 


Would she have come to him? 


He felt the human’s hand come up, and one of her many fingers brushed one of the markings 
on his face. The touch was so light he barely felt it. 


“T like these,” she said suddenly. 

Her green eyes tracked her finger as she did. 
“What are they called?” 

Nihlus fought the urge to purr at her praise. 
“Clan markings,” he told her. 

“From where?” 


He hummed, wondering whether or not the answer would please her. ““A mercenary outpost 
off of Palaven. Where I was born.” 


She made that smooth, trilling sound, hardly audible, and let her eyes shift back to his, 
though her hand stayed on his face. 


“You’re a mercenary?” she asked. 


He purred a little in amusement. “No. My gun’s not for hire. I work in a more...private 
sector.” 


The fur above her eyes rose, though she didn’t press for more. “Oh,” she simply said. 
He wondered if the human knew what a Spectre was. 


The sound of the room door opened and Nihlus immediately bristled. He pulled the human 
off his lap with one arm and came up on his knees to face the bars. Footsteps came, paused, 
then rounded the corner of the crate. He could smell the pup before he saw him. 


The young turian was wearing a collar, a new addition to his minimalist armor, dangling 
another from his talons as he came to stand in front of him. His head was ducked, gaze cast 
aside. 


“Auman.” 


His voice was deep and rough. Nihlus could hear the tension of his subvocals, angry, 
mandibles low and tight to his face. 


The human behind him rose up on her knees. The pup was silent as he held the collar out to 
her. 


“Come.” 


His voice was taut with disgust. Like the word itself was filthy. Nihlus growled, ignoring the 
pain that flared in his neck. 


“They let you go?” she asked. 
He saw the turian’s fringe pull closer together, agitated. 
“Take it,” he said, neglecting her question entirely. 


It was clear the turian had seen better days. His carapace was scratched and bruised. One of 
his talons had broken off, and dark blue blood had been left to dry down the side of his silver- 
plated face. He didn’t look at her—or him. He just stood there, holding the collar out for her 
to take. 


The human shuffled back as she turned to the side of the crate. “I still have some of your 
medigel if you want—” 


“Don’t.” The turian’s voice was harsh and sudden. His talons furled tighter around the metal 
collar. “Don’t do that. I don’t deserve that. Not after I...” 


After he what? 
Nihlus rumbled at the turian in warning. “What’s wrong with her old collar?” he asked. 


Surely they wouldn’t put a pleasure collar on her as punishment. Would that even work ona 
human? 


The turian’s mandibles drooped a little as his shoulders slacked. He turned his face to him, 
though his steely eyes stayed on the floor. 


“She broke through its field. Axia thinks its defective.” 
He let the collar droop to dangle at his side. 
“Thinks, pup? Or 1s?” 


An important distinction—and an interesting chance to see what all the young turian would 
tell him. He’d never noticed the collar acting faulty before. There must be another reason. 


“It doesn’t matter,” the guard growled. Though there was hardly any push to his words. 
“Tell me.” 


The pup’s blue eyes flickered up to him. They hardened, a look that was almost human, 
strong-headed and clever. 


“Thinks,” he said firmly. “But I think its bullshit.” 

Good boy. 

If he was speaking freely that meant they weren’t being watched. Good to know. 
The turian took a half step closer to the bars. 


“She pushed that krogan back with her collar on. She’s strong. I think she did it on her own. 
I’ve...’ ve seen what she can do. If you did to...you wouldn’t be surprised.” 


Nihlus glanced down at the female with a small trill. In fact it surprised him very little. 


“But she has to put the new one on. Axia will be by any minute. She’ll...” Nihlus didn’t miss 
the way his voice softened. The way his blue eyes roamed up to her, head ducked, like a pup 
seeking her approval. “She’ll force me to make you. Please. I can’t risk my family. I wouldn’t 
do it otherwise.” 


The human moved in but Nihlus didn’t drop his arm. 
“Family?” he pressed. 

The turian’s mandibles pulled back tight against his jaw. 
“T told you...I don’t get paid to be here,” he said. 


Nihlus rumbled, leaning in toward the door, gripping a bar with one taloned hand. He looked 
closer at the pup. Silver plates were rare enough. So were blue eyes. Still, without clan 
markings he couldn’t really tell. 


“Who’s your family?” he asked. 


That earned him a look, a bolt of his steely eyes, first to meet his gaze, then down at the floor 
again. 


“My dad’s a cop. For C-Sec.” 

A Citadel kid, huh? Though he couldn’t remember a cop with silver... 
“Shit, your Castis Vakarian’s kid.” 

It wasn’t a question. 


He’d had enough run-ins with Castis over the years. Wasn’t a big fan of Spectres. Even less 
of him—and not at all of Saren. 


The little hard ass even tried to peg them once for vandalism and disorderly conduct after a 
nightclub shootout that ended in one of the biggest drug busts the Citadel had ever seen. 
You’re welcome, C-Sec. 


“You know my dad?” 


The turian straightened as his head lifted to look at him. He could see it now. The kid had that 
same steely, hard ass glare as his father. 


“A little too well,” Nihlus wanted to grumble. 


With his head up, the young turian got a better look inside the crate. His mandibles suddenly 
pulled back, and he stepped up, coming within swiping distance of the bars. He saw his eyes 
zero in on the human. 


“Your hands—spirits—you’re bleeding.” 


He trilled softly to her, reaching for the bars, and his eyes darted to him, first in accusation, 
then dropping to his throat. 


“Shit, that looks really b—" 


The door the room hissed before he could say anything else. He felt the human grab his arm 
as she swung under, reaching through the bars to grab the collar from the turian—Garrus 
fucking Vakarian no less—and latched it quickly around her neck. 


The first made a beep before detaching and falling to the floor. Nihlus snagged it with his 
talons and slid it out through the bars. 


He could hear the asari coming, stopping short of rounding in front of the cage. 

“Such a good turian.” 

The Vakarian kid rose, head down as she reached and took the defunct collar from his talons. 
“Get her out,” she told him. “The buyer wants to have a look.” 


Nihlus rumbled as the door to the cage unlatched and the cuffs on his arms clicked together. 
The kid reached into the cage, eyes darting to his, then away. He was quiet as they carried the 
human from the room. 


He was coming down to the wire. A close call—even for him. A buyer meant they only had a 
few days, tops. Though, what was a good escape plan without a few high stakes? 


He never thought he would meet the day when he’d owe Castis Vakarian. 
He’d have to remember to thank him when they made it back to the Citadel. 


It would be his son, after all, who would get them there. 
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It was night cycle before she came back to him. The lights were out. The batarian had already 
sprayed him down with the hose and thrown him food. 


“I’m impressed,” he’d said the moment he saw him in the crate. “Usually turians claw 
themselves to death after a few hours. Guess I shouldn’t be surprised—they don’t pass those 
Spectre badges out for nothing, do they?” 


He’d laughed, though Nihlus hadn’t cared. He only entertained himself with thoughts of how 
the batarian would look, relieved of his omni-tool arm, pleading for his life on the floor. 


“Luckily for you we didn’t lose the sale. Nyxeries wasn’t lying when she said she liked them 
rough.” 


He’d left him alone after that. Though he’d left them with the bonus of a few added medigel. 
“Can’t have you scarring up those pretty scales of yours,” he’d said as he went. 


Luckily he’d given them paste to eat. Something that didn’t require chewing. He saved half 
for the human, hoping she’d be hungry when she came back—and not too injured to eat. 
He’d have enough medigel waiting for her should that be the case. 


He waited for longer than expected. He tried to make use of the time by enjoying what little 
stretching room he was afforded while the human was gone. Though it wasn’t much. And it 
became increasingly difficult to ignore the fact that his wounds felt deeper, stung more, with 
her away. 


Easily the most damning evidence of all. 


He knew it was better not to ruminate on what they might be doing to her. Though he 
assumed it had more to do with her biotics, given what Vakarian’s son had said. 


From what he could tell the pup seemed like a good enough kid. A sad fact, all things 
considered. He remembered hearing the report a couple years back; a student patrol lost 
control and took a nosedive through colonist airspace. A common tragedy of the turian 
military complex. Nihlus had never thought to dig into it. 


When the door opened he rose up on his knees, slinking back toward the end of the crate. He 
expected to smell the human as they brought her in. Instead he smelled blood. 


Nihlus lowered, prowling forward toward the bars, though he didn’t need to see. He could 
hear him coming. 


The turian was absolutely feral. 


He was snarling, teeth gnashing against the muzzle over his mouth as the krogan dragged him 
backwards by the chain on his collar. His talons made white grooves along the concrete as he 
clawed, trying to pull away, to get back to whatever it was they’d drug him from. 


Saliva dripped from his muzzle, tinged navy, same as the dark blood that smeared his plates 
and talons. His blue eyes were lethal and wild as he searched the room. 


The human. 

Where was she? 

Nihlus growled as he gripped the bars in front of him. 

“What happened? Hey,” he barked at the krogan. ““Where’s the human?” 


He saw the turian’s head whip to face him. The krogan laughed, a lazy, low sound, and 
Vakarian lunged, fighting against the chain with renewed vigor. Trying to get at the cage. At 
him. 


The asari appeared as the krogan hitched the chain to the pipe beside the drain. 
“Leave him here for the night,” she told him. “Doc said it’ll wear off by morning.” 
“Hey!” 


He barked at the asari as the two turned to leave. She glanced back at him a second before 
chuffing. 


“A shame we can’t stay for the show,” she said. 


Her mouth torqued, giving a faint sneer before she left the room. His attention went back to 
the turian tied near the drain. 


He was panting, huffing as his chest expanded with every deep breath, clawing at the collar 
on his neck, though it didn’t seem to be on. His eyes were blown and engorged. They moved 
back from the door and onto him. 


Nihlus saw one taloned hand came to brace between his knees as he knelt, leaning forward, 
as if to stress his chain. The young turian’s mandibles slid back and he made a low hiss. It 
was a provoking sound, one aimed at him—a challenge. 


The door opened a moment later and they brought the human over to the crate. Nihlus moved 
back quickly to give her room as they tossed her in. She was bleeding, though he couldn’t tell 
from where. 


To his surprise she didn’t stay down once she hit the floor. 

She clawed quickly to her hands and knees and reached to grab the bars on the door. 
“It’s done, he’s had enough! Let him go!” 

The krogan only laughed again. 

“Hey! I’m fucking talking to you!” 

Fight. Fire. 


She rattled the bars with a sound—almost like a growl. The turian pulled his chain taut in 
response. His eyes were on her now. Only her. When Nihlus inhaled he caught the scent of 
something sweet. Overly sweet. Good... 


On instinct he reached to pull the human away from the bars. He could hear the frantic 
trilling of the other turian’s subvocals when he did. Calling to her. Calling her away from 
him. It sent a shudder through his body. 


The human turned away from the bars to face him. Her liquid eyes were red, wide and wild. 


“They did something to him,” she said. “Sprayed him with something. They made him attack 
me. I had to defend myself. I didn’t...I had no choice.” 


Her dexterous fingers reached to wind through her hair as she leaned forward. Her forehead 
butted softly with his shoulder. 


“T’m sorry. Fuck, I’m sorry.” 
She was shaking. 


“Human...” The word came strained. His nerves were firing. That smell... ““You’re 
bleeding.” 


Though it wasn’t her blood he was scenting on the air. He furled his talons a little as the room 
grew hazy. Looking down he could now see the source of her injury. Careless grasping. A 
few slashes to get her down, grip marks over her hips to drag her under him, a bite on her 
shoulder to hold her still. Things that wouldn’t mark a plated female. But a soft human... 


To him she was willing. Needing. Because of the delirious, fucking maddening smell. 
“Nihlus.” 


The other turian snarled as his hands came to brush her sides. Her forehead rubbed up along 
his shoulder. He could feel her breath on his throat, and he rumbled low in response. 


“Christ, listen to him. He tried to kill me.” 


There was a sharp clang as the other male tested his chain. He heard the metal stress. Worn 
and tired now from two turians, desperate enough to pull until it choked. 


Nihlus purred at the way she clung to him. 

“Jane...” 

His voice was deep, unrecognizable to even himself. 

Not kill, no. 

Something else. An instinct much more base than ‘fight’. 

He would never allow it. 

If the other male wanted her so badly he would have to come and claim her. 


His talons sifted slowly through her hair as he bowed over her, breathing her in. He trilled 
softly. So sweet...so hot and wet. Only— 


Nihlus growled. 


She made a soft ‘oof’ as he leaned in, pushing her down onto her back beneath him. His 
mandibles pulled back and he inhaled, nose plates grazing her shoulder. He could smell it— 
sticking to her skin—marking her. 


It grew stronger as he scented her chest, moving farther down, until he found his own scent, 
vague but there, spilled across her stomach. 


“What are you...?” 
His tongue lulled out to taste without permission. A taste that made him purr. Still his. 


He let his tongue snake lower—across that frail contour of her hip, down her warm, naked 
thigh, lower still until— 


There. 
Weak, but still clinging, the dark smell of another male streaked across her calf. 


He hissed, rising up on his knees to face the other turian. The male growled as he lurched 
against his chain. Taunting him. 


Pathetic. 
Too weak to come mount her for himself. 


He would be lucky just to watch. 


“Nihlus.” 


The female’s soft hand came to rest on his stomach. His muscles flexed under the touch. He 
trilled for her, looking down to where she lay beneath him. 


Her need was strong and heavy in the air. He would not leave her wanting. 


The other male snarled at him as he came over her, pressing his forehead gently in her soft 
hair, running his cheeks along the side of her face and neck. His hand came to guide hers 
down his stomach. To show her what he meant to give her. What would please her well—so 
she would not even remember the other male in the room. 


Her dexterous fingers were gentle and heated as they skimmed between his legs, his cock 
ready for her as it spilled into her seeking hand. 


He purred against her throat as she stiffened a little. She was smaller than him. His slick cock 
rested the length of her belly when she laid it there. 


Did she fear he’d hurt her? 


His tongue came from his mouth to lick the blood from her shoulder, and he trilled again for 
her, easing her worry. The other male called to her with a soft purr. Smelling her spike in 
need, no doubt. 


As if he could ever taste it. 
Her sweetness was his. The other male would learn. 
“Nihlus...” 


She trilled as his tongue snaked farther from his mouth. He lowered himself, rubbing his 
cheek against her supple chest, down her stomach, laving at her soft, heated skin. 


“Wait... You’re not—fuck.” 


His trill deepened into a growl when his tongue snaked between her thighs. She was 
glistening, unplated, so warm it nearly scalded as his tongue dropped low. 


Wild fire. 
The taste of her was scorching. His knees parted as his cock grew heavy between his legs. 
“Nihlus!” 


He rumbled, instinct telling his tongue to push in, to curl up, but just the brush of it on her 
sweet, hot little slit made her arch into his mouth. 


“Nihlus, wait—” 


His tongue rolled against the spot he’d only just touched and the needing little felinae 
yowled in pleasure. 


Saliva dripped from his mouth as he let his tongue undulate between her legs, purring, her 
sleek little body writhing under him, begging him for more. 


She needed his seed. He could smell it—could feel it in the tight squeeze of her on his 
tongue. 


One cry, one back arched, leg curling climax from her was not enough. When it came he 
heard the other male trill for her. There was a clang. Something stressed, fell, clattered on the 
ground. 


The female made a soft, almost purr. 


He let the tip of his tongue snake deeper inside her. Seed ran hot down his thigh at the pure 
taste, at that tight, velvet feel of her, and he reached to grip himself, thrusting into his own 
hand. 


Her head rolled back to offer him her throat. 
Another clang. Another clatter. 


When he rose over the female her eyes were soft, dilated, eager to find him in the dark. He 
licked the side of her face. Only to keen as her mouth opened, and he felt her hot, wet tongue 
greet his. 


She took the tip into her mouth without warning. He’d never felt anything like it. The soft 
inner walls of her mouth sucked eagerly as he rumbled. It drew his sensitive tongue down 
toward the cavern of her throat. The taste was so sweet, so warm it nearly blinded him. A 
second later she let go. 


He lowered his face toward hers, running his tongue along the length of her soft, pink mouth 
to regain entry. When she opened to pull him in again he whined. His hips bucked a little 
against hers. 


He rolled his tongue over hers, against the soft walls of mouth, deeper to test the limit of her 
throat. Spirits—that fucking taste... 


He rutted up against her, feeling his bare cock slide along her belly, then again, catching the 
edge of her hip. He whined for her. 


“Nihlus, please... You’re too big. You can’t.” 


Her trill was soft and warm against the side of his face. He ran his tongue along her mouth 
again, begging for her to suck on it. When she did he keened. 


His hips bucked harder against hers, seeking entry. For her warmth. He ached for it. 


But not yet. 


The other male had tried to mark her. 


He would have to remind him, which of them was worthy, of who could fuck her deep and 
knot her from the inside. Who had earned her sweetness. 


He slid his thigh underneath hers, coaxing her leg to hook onto his hip. He could feel the heat 
of her against his stiff cock. Her foot slipped readily into his spur. He lowered himself with a 
soft trill. 


The other male growled, scenting the air with a huff. Her heat was near blistering as the head 
of his cock pressed against her slit. 


He ran the side of his face along hers as he felt her stiffen. He would not hurt her. 


She arched when he rubbed himself against her heat, up and down, purring for her as he 
licked her neck. Her soft, fiery skin was already glistening, growing slicker as he marked her 
with his dripping seed. 


Even from the outside he could feel her. 
She was tight. Warm. Wet. 


He reared up as his head fell back, rumbling low with the movement of his hips, his ridges 
brushing where his tongue had only moments ago. She made a deep, throaty sound. 


“Nihlus.” 


His chest expanded as she panted for him. Already he felt his knot swell. She was so small 
under him—would it fit if he tried? Could her body take all of his seed if he entered her? 


He canted his hips back, thrusting his cock up across her belly, running slick blue ribbons 
along her unplated skin. She made a soft keen when it left her slit. His tongue snaked out to 
lave the side of her face, telling her to be patient. That he would please her well—once the 
other male had learned his place. 


The other male was watching them. He’d gone silent, eyes blazing in the dark, tracking his 
every movement, every lick, every fuck of his hips. He saw his chest expand, inhaling the 
scent of them, of the needy female, and his cock, marking her as his. 


Mine. 


He trilled to the male—challenging him to come. To try and entice her from beneath him. As 
if he could ever make her writhe the way she did for him. He was young, his seed too 
desperate, too feral, dripping from his unplated cock like he was in heat. He couldn’t please 
her if he tried. 


The female reached to pull him down against her, demanding his closeness, his attention. He 
rubbed against her cheek, licking her mouth again to gain entry with his tongue. 


His eyes lifted to the other turian as she sucked on it, rumbling softly. The male was stroking 
his swelled cock as he watched. Imaging his hand was the female, no doubt. The young 
turian’s chin tilted, offering his throat, begging him to let him near. 


The female keened as he ran the back of his curved talon against her wet heat. Her legs fell 
open for him, hips canting to his. He drug his heavy erection down her thigh to mark the skin. 
His talon curled, as if to beckon her, petting her slit to ease her need. 


The other male snarled, rising up on his knees, as if to better see her on the floor. 


He would be pleased to show him. The young male would see for himself how to tend a 
female. 


His arm snaked under her, still petting her, still rutting against her thigh, pulling the female 
up into his lap. Her wild mane slipped forward off her shoulder as her head lulled against his 
chest. He trilled to her softly, inhaling her heady scent. She smelled strongly of him. Her legs 
trembled as she straddled him. 


“Nihlus...I can’t...” 
He lifted her carefully, turning her to face the barrier in front of them. 


The other male roared at the sight, releasing his erection as his talons scrapped the ground, 
fighting wildly against his restraint. It gave a little as something shrieked and pulled. 


“Fuck,” the female trilled softly. “He’s...” 


He dipped his head, sniffing her neck as he scented her spike in need. Did she wish to see 
him fight for her? To force the outsider into submission like the needly little male he was? 


The turian’s feral eyes zeroed in on him, on his cock, sliding up between her thighs, rubbing 
his scent across her exposed belly. She made a pleased trill. He pushed the cloth fabric on her 
body up higher to expose her tight little waist. 


Seed dripped out eagerly between the young turian’s legs. He snarled at him, coming down 
on all fours, yanking at the restraint around his neck. It jolted as he pulled, over and over. 
There was another shriek. Something gave and the male lurched. 


Nihlus rumbled at him in challenge, rutting harder against the female's wet slit. His talons 
came to rub his markings up her stomach, along her hips, up across her supple chest. She 
arched into his hand when he touched her there and he trilled. The barrier between them 
rattled as she fell forward with a gasp, gripping his talons as he fucked against her with hard, 
claiming thrusts. 


“You smell so good.” 


She was close again. Her voice was rough and low. When she came he would spill his seed 
against her cunt so the other male had to watch. So even her need would smell of him. 


The other male gripped his erection, jerking in short, aggressive strokes. He could see his 
knot swelling. His muscles flexed as he continued to strain against his restraint. 


Something clattered on the ground. Another lunge and the restraint fell slack to the floor. The 
male fell forward onto his hand. Saliva dripped in threads from under his mouth cover. He 
reached for it frantically, pulling until it gave, casting it aside across the ground. 


Nihlus snarled, daring him to come. His knot slipped out to rub between the female’s slick, 
warm thighs, ready to claim her. The male in front of them rose slowly to his feet. His eyes 
left their joining, going to the female, and he made a soft trill. Begging. 


His hand came beneath his engorged erection as he stroked it, displaying it for her. 


“Nihlus,” she gasped. Her supple chest peaked against his talons as he continued to rub his 
seed across her skin. His tongue came to slide down the side of her neck. 


Would she welcome the male closer? 

He was stronger than he'd thought. He’d broken his restraint for her. 
Would it please her more to feel them both? 

If she wished him to mount her, the needy male would learn his place first. 


The male’s chest expanded as he inhaled, smelling her impending climax. It lured him closer. 
Nihlus rumbled in warning. He watched the turian continue to stroke himself slowly, stopping 
just short of the barrier between them. His hand left his erection as he let it hang, presenting it 
to the female between them. 


It was well enough in the shape of its ridges and size. Together they could please her well if 
she wished. 


The female arched against him as she panted. 
“Fuck, you’re both so big.” 
His mandibles flared as her need spiked on the air. The other male scented it in response. 


He watched closely as the young turian lowered himself, coming to kneel, blue eyes shifting 
to him. One of his taloned hands came to wrap around the barrier. His head ducked, coming 
closer—offering himself to them both. 


Nihlus growled softly. The female squeezed his hand as it tightened on her waist. 


There was no denying her scent—her want. When the male leaned in he did the same. Their 
breath was soft as each of them inhaled, scenting the other. His head swirled and his cock 
swelled a little at his smell. It was strong, deep and distinctly male. He trilled to him as the 
female made a soft whine. 


The young turian’s tongue snaked out in response. His head cocked to offer his throat, needy 
and ready to submit to him. Anything for a chance to taste his female. On instinct he let his 
own tongue come to lave across his, so eager and heated. They curled and coiled together as 
the young turian began to purr. His silver mandible skimmed and rubbed his cheek. 


The female between them made a deep, wanting sound. His hips bucked up to rub her needy 
slit. Her head fell back against his shoulder as she arched. The turian in front of them whined. 


She was close—right there. 


The young male turned his face to the female, lowering himself in front of her. Nihlus 
rumbled to him as he watched. The male took his swelling cock in his gold-scaled hand and 
began to jerk. He lowered his silver face to where they were joined and his tongue came out. 
Nihlus felt it lave across her lower belly, tasting where he had marked her. 


He heard the young male keen. His scent came to battle that sweet, fiery smell of hers around 
them. 


A second later he felt the turian's dry, hot tongue race up his erection, still rubbing against the 
female. His blue eyes lifted to him for approval before the tip snaked lower, running down 
the female’s throbbing slit. One of her hands flew to grip the barrier, the other squeezing his 
hand as he massaged her soft, heaving chest, pressing her back against him. 


The turian trilled as he laved at each of them, fucking down into his own hand. His eager 
tongue snaked down to lap at his knot, pressed tight against the female’s heat. It coiled 
underneath and around until it squeezed between them. 


Nihlus rumbled. His head fell back as he rutted against the female with a huff. He could feel 
her arch, heard her gasp and groan, felt her slick heat clench for him, falling back against his 
chest. 


The smell of her climax was exquisite. His cock jerked as he inhaled, sending ropes of seed 
up her stomach and chest. The male beneath her whined as he came in ribbons across the 
floor. 


The female was spent, tired and in need of nesting. He let her down on the ground between 
his parted knees as the other turian rose. The male's tongue moved to lick her soft face, then 
up to Nihlus' cowl, giving him a yielding, obedient keen. 


Nihlus offered his tongue readily, rewarding him for his behavior. He had not touched—had 
not tried to mark her. He had submitted to him fully. The only proper way a young, unbred 
male like him should come. 


The other turian began to purr at his acceptance. 
“Nihlus.” 


The human trilled quietly as she climbed back into his lap and curled against him. They 
settled in, Nihlus cradling the human, reclined against the wall, the other turian resting 


against the barrier between them. They stroked her, his own talons coming to run through her 
soft, fiery mane, letting the other male lick her wounds as she drifted off. Soon he followed. 


Nihlus was left alone then, gazing down at the human in his arms, feeling himself sink further 
into it, into her smell, her warmth, that damned feeling, finding it harder and harder to 
imagine what it would be like without it. 
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“Come here, baby.” 
It was distant now. Harder to grasp. 
“There s my girl.” 


She held onto it as long as she could, her mother’s voice a bright spot in the back of her head, 
until it faded completely, and wasn’t there at all. 


Something warm and rumbling swarmed to fill the emptiness. Pain came into focus and her 
eyes opened to the dark. 


His arms were around her, clawed hand cradling her head to his chest. He was purring, deep 
like the roll of distant thunder, a sound so soothing her eyes nearly slipped closed again. She 
felt more talons sift through her hair from behind as another purr started through the bars. 


She turned her face up to the turian curled over her. His head was bowed, buried in her hair, 
close enough her forehead skimmed his cheek when she did. 


“Nihlus.” 


She heard him inhale a little. His bone-plated face skimmed down, pressing more firmly 
against hers. She felt his throat rumble with a low trill. 


Words—ones she couldn’t understand. 
“T don’t know what you’re saying,” she told him quietly. 


The other turian behind the bars made a series of low, emphatic clicks. She craned around to 
look at him as he retracted his hand from her hair. When he saw her face the silver turian 
perked a little, blue eyes swarmed by his dark pupils. She felt the back of his curved talon 
come to experimentally stroke her cheek. 


Nihlus hissed, a sound that made the guard immediately retract. 


She heard claws slide along the bottom of the crate and Nihlus held the translator out for her 
to take. Her fingers worked stiffly to slip the earpiece into place. The talon marks on the back 
of her hands made smaller tasks painful. Something she decided she would hide for the turian 
hovering over her, watching her closely. 


Once the translator was in place he spoke again. 


“Are you okay?” 


His reach went to her shoulder, brushing away her hair to reveal the teeth marks the other 
turian had left last night—just before she’d sent him across the room with a biotic flare. 


For a second she’d thought she’d killed him. He didn’t get up when he’d hit the ground. 
Much to the praise of her handler, and the amusement of the buyer watching them. 


“I’m fine,” she told him. 


She sat up, feeling the neck of her shirt slip farther down her shoulder. His green eyes went to 
the exposed skin and she saw them dilate. They grew distant a second before he huffed, 
lowering his head. 


“Listen, huma—Jane...” The way he said her name was unconvincing. As unconvincing as it 
felt to say it. She wondered if he knew. Part of her was grateful he didn’t ask. 


“About last night. I’m sorr—” 


“Tt’s not your fault,” she cut him off. It wasn’t the conversation she wanted to have. There 
was no point in it. “I know you can’t control it.” 


She saw the dark plates along the side of his jaw pull tight to his face. A serious look on him. 
“That doesn’t make it okay.” 
Her face grew warm and she turned away. 


Some distant part of her knew that. But it was hard to pull forward. Not after two years of 
shoving it down. 


The other turian was sitting up a little straighter against the bars. His dilated eyes were 
roaming back and forth between her and Nihlus, watching their interaction closely. 


“T could’ve just as easily pushed you off.” 


A figure of speech. There was no way in hell she could physically push Nihlus if she tried. If 
standing next to the guard was any form of scale she’d barely reach the turian’s chest. 


Still, she hadn’t told him no. 


She hadn’t done anything to try and stop him. A fact that filled her with more guilt than she 
already felt. He couldn’t help himself, and she hadn’t tried to help him either. 


It felt so long since she’d actually had saftey. Had felt any type of closeness to whoever 
touched her. And no one—not even in the awkward, adolescence fumbling of her love life on 
her home colony—had ever touched her the way Nihlus did. 


So careful. 


So...attentive. 


Like she was something special. Something important. 
And his smell... 
It was wrong. Part of her hated herself for it. But she’d been too weak to push him away. 


She heard him sigh in what sounded like defeat, a surprisingly human sound, and his clawed 
hand came to squeeze her shoulder, where the neck of her shirt had slipped down. The turian 
behind her made a soft growl. 


Nihlus’ green eyes darted back to him. There was a tense moment of silence where he simply 
loomed over her. Then the surprising, warm brush of something across her shoulder. It swept 
up her arm, over his talons, and across the already cleaned bite mark. 


She knew what it was the moment she felt it. Could still remember the way it felt between 
her legs, Nihlus rubbing himself against her, the silver turian knelt and panting to taste. His 
tongue. 


The guard continued to lick at them both for a second until Nihlus wasn’t watching him so 
critically. Like it somehow won his approval. 


She didn’t have the first idea about turian behavior. Or if their interaction was normal. 
Though neither of them acted like it wasn’t. Even last night. She’d watched the two turians 
rub their faces together and lave at each other’s tongues in a way that made her head swim. 


The way Nihlus had pulsed his long blue tongue over his, just like he had between her legs... 


She wondered what it meant to them to interact with their tongues. He’d seemed very intent 
on getting her to suck on it once he’d realized she could. 


The thought was chased away as Nihlus sat up, pulling her away from the other turian to the 
opposite side of his lap. The guard rose up on his knees, watching her go. His blue eyes 
dialed in on her. 


“Enough, pup,” Nihlus said. ““We don’t have the time. Compose yourself.” 


The silver plated turian gripped the bars as he studied her a moment. Then looked over at 
Nihlus. 


“I’m composed.” 


His voice was drawn out and antagonistic. Both were tense, watching each other. Nihlus 
rumbled a little. A sound she felt in his chest. 


“The asari—her security room—where is it?” 


Straight to the quick. Smooth and composed as he always seemed to be. He tracked the guard 
in front of them as he shifted on his knees, eyes still moving back and forth between them. 
Like he wanted to look at her but wasn’t sure Nihlus would let him. 


The guard made a soft hiss. 

“Fuck that. You know I can’t. Don’t even try.” 

She saw his hands tighten on the bars and he made like he was going to stand. 
“T can help your family.” 


That stopped him. His attention went fully to Nihlus. She felt Nihlus's talons curl around her 
bicep, something he didn’t seem to notice himself. 


“Bullshit. You don’t even know—” 
“Vakarian.” 


Vakarian. That’s right. That’s what he’d called him before. Vakarian'’s kid. She didn’t know 
what it meant, but it made the turian go still. 


“That’s all I need to know,” Nihlus said. “If you can get into that security room and access 
her comms, that’s all that will matter.” 


The guard made a low rumble. Like he was considering. After a second his eyes went back to 
her. 


“How?” he asked roughly. “How can you protect them from in here?” 


There was an unmovable feeling to his words. Firm and grounded. Loyal. She wondered what 
it must’ve been like, spending so long here when he had something to go back to, giving 
himself up to protect what he cared for. 


Was he as admirable as he seemed? 


“Your family’s not hard to spot, kid. But I can keep them safe,” he stressed the last word, 
nearly a growl through his teeth. “All I need you to do is—” 


“You can’t do shit,” the guard shot back. “Tell me how. And don’t just tell me you’re a 
Spectre. I know Nihlus Kryik when I see him. Had a damn poster of you on my wall when I 
started basic. I want your strategy. I want to know they’ll be safe.” 


She felt a whoosh of air fill his chest as Nihlus let out a gruff rumble. Was he someone 
important? Should she know who he was? 


“This is an escape plan, not a military drill,” Nihlus said. “Strategy goes out the window the 
second they sound the alarm. All we can hope for is a decent hand, pup. We have to be 
flexible. J’m asking for you to help me stack the deck a little.” 


The guard was quiet, waiting for Nihlus to continue. Instead Nihlus looked down at her. He 
seemed to consider something for a second. His green eyes softened before looking away. 


“If you can get to the asari’s comms, I can give you access to my private channel. Send out an 
SOS to Saren Arterius. It’1] ping him our location. If you mention your family he can alert the 
Hierarchy. They’|l take them somewhere safe until I can deal with the targets.” 


The silver turian chuffed. “Then you’ll be firing at a ghost. I’ve been here two years and still 
don’t know who the target is.” 


Nihlus cocked his head a little. His right mandible slid back in a dangerous look of 
amusement. 


“Leave that to me, kid. I never miss. Even a shadow.” 


She could see the turian—Vakarian—considering what he said. One of his hands came back 
to grip the bars. Finally his blue eyes moved to her. 


“Then I want something in return,” he said. 

Nihlus stiffened as he rumbled. “What?” he asked tersely. 

When Vakarian spoke again his words sounded a little farther off. 

“T want to hold the human.” 

She frowned, sitting up to straddle Nihlus as she looked at the guard. “What?” 


His eyes went to hers as he seemed to duck a little. The look reminded her of her old farm 
dog whenever he’d gotten scolded. 


“That’s not up to me, pup,” Nihlus growled. Though his arm snaked her a little closer to him. 


“T know,” Vakarian said. His mandibles flicked back as his fringe narrowed and he looked 
over at Nihlus. “And I don’t mean now. But if she should ever want me to, I don’t want it to 
be with you in the middle. That’s what I’m asking.” 


There was more to the interaction she felt like she was missing. Low clicks were passing 
between them that her translator didn’t pick up. She didn’t understand. Hold her? Did he 
mean like Nihlus was? 


“Why does he want to—" 

“Because he’s a presumptuous little adhi—” 

“T don’t even know what that is,” the guard said blandly. 

“who he doesn’t realize how lucky he is I’m letting him sit so close.” 
She turned to Nihlus, raising an eyebrow. “I don’t understand.” 


Nihlus didn’t tear his eyes from the guard. 


“Turians aren’t that flexible.” Vakarian rose up on his knees when she turned to him, like he 
was trying to display his height to her. ““We can’t fit together...like that. | want to know what 
it feels like.” 


Heat immediately burned her face. 
“Oh.” 


She wondered if that’s why Nihlus liked it so much. When she looked at him she saw Nihlus’ 
mandibles pull tight to his face. She could hear that faint clicking sound again, though the 
translator gave her nothing. 


“Smooth,” Nihlus said tersely. 


He looked back at her, green eyes roaming her face, like he was waiting. It took her a second 
to realize he was waiting for her. Did he want an answer? 


“T won’t pretend like I get it—but alright. I don’t have a problem with it,” she said. 


Nihlus trilled softly. He leaned down, bringing them closer together, until his nose skimmed 
her temple. He didn’t look at Vakarian when he answered. 


“Fine.” 
The word was a growl, deep in his chest. 


She felt a pair of talons come to comb the hair on the back of her head. Vakarian made a 
pleasant, quiet trill. 


“Only if you want, human.” 
“Jane,” Nihlus corrected him. 


That made the silver turian purr. “Jane,” he said again. His blue eyes stayed on her a second 
longer before moving over to the door behind the crate. 


“T’ll need your ID code to access the Spectre database. It’ll take some time. I’ll have to tunnel 
through so I don’t flag any of Axia’s firewalls.” 


“That could take a day. We don’t have the time,” Nihlus said. “We already have buyers. 
Think faster, kid.” 


She wondered where they would end up if they were split. An idea that made her stomach 
sink for a reason she couldn’t explain. 


Vakarian inhaled slowly before shaking his head, as if to clear his thoughts. “Tomorrow 
night. She has eyes on me all day—and we only have an hour until she’s awake.” 


“Then go now.” 


Vakarian rumbled. “That’s reckless, I can’t risk it.” 


“Reckless gets results,” Nihlus pressed. “Either we waste an entire day we’re not sure we 
have, or we give Saren a head start and get out of here by nightfall.” 


It surprised her when Vakarian fell silent. She could tell the word nightfall was a decent 
motivator. But she agreed with him. It was too risky. 


“He’s right,” she said. The silver turian perked a little as he looked at her. “If he’s our best 
shot out of here we can’t risk him. But...” She looked to Nihlus, whose attention had dialed 
tight onto her. “We’re running out of time. We need to do it now. We just need to be sure he 
won’t get interrupted.” 


“How?” 


Vakarian’s eyes were intent on her face. Like whatever answer she gave would be something 
absolute. Like he was waiting to be told. 


It clamped down on something inside of her. An instinct that she didn’t know she had. Or 
maybe she’d just forgotten. 


Give them something. 

“We need to give you some guaranteed alone time without the handler watching.” 
Nihlus cocked his head. “What do you propose?” he asked. 

“Vakarian needs a day in bed.” 


It was the other turian’s turn to cock his head. Both look at her with an oddly readable 
expression of curiosity. 


“In bed?” Vakarian asked. “Is that a human expression?” 


“She means you should bed the asari, welp,” Nihlus shot back, features sharpening into 
something a little vicious. 


“T...no,” wow, not even close, “I mean, he needs to fake sick. Sick enough the handler doesn’t 
want to be near him. To buy him alone time to make it to the comms room without being 
watched.” 


“Fake sick?” 

That seemed to confuse Vakarian even more. 
“Ts that not something you’ve done before?” 
“Why would I?” 


She frowned, looking to Nihlus for help, who seemed just as confused as the other turian. 


“When I...” her frowned deepened, confronted by the sharp sting of a thought, a brief flash 
of home, “When I was younger, on my home planet, my family ran cattle for the colony. 
Once a year we had to corral the animals for their immunizations in prep for the coming 
spring. It was a pain in the ass to get done. Something that took all day—and we had to get 
up a few hours before dawn. I hated it.” 


Nihlus made a soft rumble. Something like a chuckle. 


“Last year...or the last year I was there," she felt Nihlus's arm give a light squeeze, "I’d spent 
the whole night out, and didn’t get in until an hour before I was supposed to be up at the 
corral.” She ignored the sting this time. A guilt she was already familiar with. “So I 
pretended to be sick, to stay in bed. So I wouldn’t have to get up.” 


Vakarian’s blue eyes roamed her face, still slightly confused. “You stay in bed when you’re 
sick?” 


“You don’t?” she asked. 


“Blame the turian military complex,” Nihlus said, voice smooth and thoroughly amused. 
“Anything short of a near-death battle wound and we’re expected to push through.” 


When she turned to look at him his eyes dialed in, pupils flexing. His talons scrubbed gently 
in the back of her hair and he made a soft trill. 


“Shepherds,” he purred. “I should’ve known. They look out for everyone.” 

There was a softness to his voice. Something close—attentive. Something she liked. 

She became very aware of Vakarian watching them through the bars. 

Nihlua’s green eyes shifted onto him, a look that was very exacting, and a little frightening. 
“Alright, kid. Where do you want it?” 

Vakarian ducked his head at the question. His talons cinched on the bars between them. 
“Not the trigger hand,” he rasped. 

“Want what?” she frowned. 


Nihlus set her off his lap, placing her behind him as he rose on his knees to face the other 
turian. 


“Like I said,” Nihlus rumbled, “Turians don’t stay in bed for anything less than a battle 
wound.” 


She watched him work his hand through the bars enough to grab Vakarian by the arm. The 
turian turned, as if to offer his left shoulder, craning his head a little. 


“Wait, you’re not going to—” 


Too late. 


The crate jolted as Nihlus yanked Vakarian against the bars, and she heard the guard make a 
soft growl, though he didn’t fight. The plates on the side of Nihlus’s face slid back. She saw a 
flash of his frightening teeth, then— 


Christ, that’ a lot of blood. 


The door to the cage rattled as Vakarian tried to pull away. Nihlus rumbled, digging in as he 
jerked him back into place. The guard’s blue eyes went to her. She saw his bicep jump as his 
free hand choked the crate bars. The look was slightly wild. His chest expanded with a breath 
he didn’t release. Not until Nihlus had let him go. 


He collapsed forward against the door of the crate with a low keen. 


Navy blood slicked the front of his bare chest and stomach. The wound in his shoulder was 
deep. 


“That’ll scar,” she said, sliding passed Nihlus to the front of the crate. She nearly reached for 
Vakarian before Nihlus turned to look at her. 


His mandibles were still pulled back, tight to his face. Blood dripped from his chin onto the 
cool metal between her knees. 


The look was animal. 
Predator, her mind warned. 


Her biotics flared in response, raising the hair on the back of her neck. Something he must 
have felt. Immediately his features softened. His eyes dilated and he made a soft purr. 


“I’m not taking any risks. We need Axia off his back,” he told her. She saw his head duck a 
little, like Vakarian’s had. Something she was quickly starting to recognize as deferral. He 
braced one taloned hand between them and came to lean over her. “I told you, I’m getting 
you out of here,” he said softly. 


“He’s right,” Vakarian made a low trill, something that made his words feel specifically hers, 
“T’m okay. She won’t let me off for anything that’s not serious.” 


He pushed away from the bars, coming to balance on his knees, like he was showing her he 
still could. Though she could tell from the tightness in his voice he was in a decent amount of 
pain. 


“If we’re going to do this, I have to do it right. We’re only going to have one shot.” 


None of them spoke for a moment. Just one, silent second of recognition, that this would be 
all they had. And that they couldn’t miss. Vakarian was studying her, watching her as if he 
were waiting. It took her a moment to realize he was. 


She came up on her knees, taking hold of the bar just beneath his hand. His eyes softened. 
She gave him a hard nod. 


“Alright,” she told him firmly. 
If they only had one chance, she hoped Vakarian was, at the very least, a decent shot. 
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Of course it was him. 
Nihlus Kryik. 


Spectre badass, turian rebel, never-met-a-lady-who-didn’t-swoon-for-him Nihlus spirit- 
damned Kryik. 


He’d left basic the year before Garrus had signed on. 


By then he’d already earned himself a title as the baddest thing in Hierarchy airspace. And 
had stolen at least one standard issue space craft. 


Vids of him were popular among the first year soldiers at basic. 


He’d seen the turian work with a pistol. With an SMG and a hell of a cool on the battlefield. 
And spirits if he hadn’t wanted to be him. 


So of course it was him that got to hold the human... 
Focus, pup! 

His dad’s voice bit down at the thought. 

What the hell was wrong with him? 


It’s not like either of them had a choice. They’d been thrown together into a cage, locked in 
against their will. At least Garrus got roaming space, three hot meals, and a cot to curl up in 
when the lights went out. 


He’d been doing damn fine without the collar on his neck, too. But that went out the window 
the moment he saw the human female. And Axia had thrown them in a ring together to see 
how far she could toss him across the room with her biotics. 


She was stronger than he’d expected. 
By the time they were finished he’d nearly been too sore to carry her back to her crate. 


To that damned growling turian, who looked like he’d been ready to swipe off his hand just 
for touching her. 


There was no denying something was wrong with Kryik. 


He smelled like... 


Just the thought of it made Garrus bristle, earning him a quick jolt from the collar on his 
neck. 


“Be still, dog. That damned varren did a number on you. You’re lucky he didn’t bite it clean 
off.” 


Axia’s voice was hot on the side of his neck as she leaned close, working medigel into the 
deep grooves Nihlus had dug into his shoulder. His talons furled, fighting the urge to reach 
for her, an instinct to swipe that had long since been trained out of him. Garrus knew better. 


“Maybe I should find that pretty sister of yours—”’ 
Not her. Never her. 
Sol. 


He could be strong. He could be good. He would be. Because he knew exactly what they 
would do to her if he wasn’t. 


Keep it in check. 

Swallow it down. 

Let them touch. 

Don’t flinch. 

Don t bite. 

For two years he’d managed to keep his head down. To push through. But the human... 


“Shit, it's still bleeding.” The asari scoffed through her teeth as she pulled away. “That’ll 
teach you to get close to the cage. You’ll be utterly useless to me until it heals.” 


The krogan standing at the door chuffed. 


“With the sounds they were making last night? Doubt he could control himself. Damn welp 
broke his chain just for a taste.” 


Garrus swallowed a thick feeling in his throat. Heat crept up his neck. 
He wanted to say that he couldn’t remember the night before. 

That he’d blacked out. 

Shoved the memory down into something that would never resurface. 
But he remembered all of it. 


Every sound. Every desperate, lurching movement of his body. The way it ached. The way 
she smelled. 


“Hm. Guess it still hasn’t completely worn off.” 


He hadn’t realized he was purring until the asari gripped him by the front of the collar and 
gave it a firm yank. The room, which had grown soft and hazy, returned sharply into focus. 


What was happening to him? 


“Take him back to the pods. It’s your lucky day, pet,” he held in a growl as she grabbed and 
squeezed his fringe, giving it a cruel shake, “I want you back on your feet tomorrow. I’ve got 
credits to pass and an ass that needs guarded. So get it together.” 


Her face hovered in front of his, dark eyes searching back and forth across his face with her 
jaw set. Like she was tempting him to do more than just sit there. 


Garrus knew better. His voice was a low, quiet rasp when he spoke. 
“Yes, commander.” 


She wasn’t commander of shit. Nothing but a tiny space tank with a crew the size of an M-8 
Avenger magazine—and just as useless. But Garrus had learned the hard way the damned 
asari considered herself full regalia. And wasn’t above tasing him—or worse—to get the title 
from him every time. 


The asari let him go with a shove and snapped her fingers at the krogan behind her, who 
shouldered him more than necessary before hefting him off towards the nest pods down the 
hall. 


The pain in his shoulder only seemed to get worse as they went. When they’d first pulled him 
from the room it felt nearly nonexistent. Strange—given the frankly terrifying amount of 
blood Nihlus had torn out of him. 


He’d bit hard. Deep. And, judging from the combat vids other kids had shared around basic, 
he could’ve done a lot, Jot, worse. 


But Garrus hadn’t thought of any of that. He hadn’t cared about anything in that moment but 
the human. That this is what she’d wanted. An order he could get behind. Tough but logical. 
And he could give it to her. 


It was the least he could do. 


From the very first moment he'd heard the word Mindoir leave Axia's mouth, he knew he'd 
been given a second chance. 


He’d failed her once already. He’d be damned if he failed her again. 


The krogan didn’t waste much time with him, dropping him on the nearest cot once they 
entered the quarters before shuffling back out of the room with a gruff, “Lazy turian dog”, 
under his breath. 


He knew he’d likely only get a couple of hours before he came back to check on him. Two 
hours to move, minus the roughly ten minutes it would take Axia and the others to pass 
through the hall and prepare the buyer’s cargo crates for shipping—shipping the human. 


Focus! 
He couldn’t let her slip away again. 
Not like the first time. 


Granted, the first time he hadn’t quite mastered how to land a student aircraft. Or tune out the 
instructor snarling over the comms, telling him to stand down. He’d wondered how Spectre 
Kryik must’ve done it. How he always stayed so cool under pressure. 


Though Nihlus hadn’t needed to actually /and the spacecraft. The way the other students at 
basic had told it, Kryik’s goal had been to keep the craft flying—or, really, not blown to 
space-dust by a hostile fleet. 


He knew now how naive it’d been... Hijacking a student aircraft to divert was much easier 
than penetrating colonist airspace to land. Still, ignoring the SOS, bypassing a slaver-raid on 
a human colony just to be cautionary—he couldn’t. 


What was the point in training him with a gun if he was never going to use it for moments 
that mattered? For /ives that mattered. 


Though Nihlus had damned-well made it seem easier than it actually was. 


Garrus let several more minutes roll by before bracing his talons on his knees and coming to 
his feet. He stepped quietly to the door, straining to hear down the hall, listening for Axia’s 
voice and testing the air with a sniff before he slipped out of the room. 


It felt backwards. Like he was going against instinct—against nature—as he made his way 
down toward the comms room. 


He’d been here long enough to know which corners to hug in order to avoid the cameras. 
Which turns to take. What doors to avoid in case they opened. 


It was easy, shamefully so, to navigate to the security room without issue. There was little 
standing in his way. 


There never had been. 


Only the promise of what they would do to his family, to his father, his little sister, should he 
try. 


But now he had a new promise. A Spectre-trained, sharp eyed, hell of a gunslinger, promise 
that they would be safe. 


Saren could get to them. He could send special agents, alert his family, keep them safe until 
Axia, the batarian, and every last grunt crawling around this den were toes to the sky, and 


Nihlus was popping his heat sync. 
Ideally with Garrus on his six. 
And the human... 


He had to stop the thought. Shove away the image of her crushing that steel-fisted krogan 
like a soda can with her biotics. It made his knees a little weak. 


Maybe her six was better. 


She had a habit of being reckless when she was in trance. Something Axia had trained her 
into every time her biotics kicked in. 


If he wanted to get her out of this alive, he’d have to watch out for her. Watch over her. Like 
a...did humans believe in spirits? 


He wondered what they prayed to—what she believed was there to protect her. And why the 
bastards hadn’t. Whatever it was, he’d have to be it for her instead. She needed someone to 
have her back. 


At least in that area he had an edge on Nihlus. He knew something about her the Spectre 
didn’t. How she moved on the battlefield. Where her blind spots were—and how to cover 
them. It made a feeling stir in his gut. Something proud, and sharp, and competitive. 


Spirits something was really wrong with him. 


There was a security pad to the comms room—with an easily exploitable emergency backend 
—because Axia was a cheap bastard, and every standard issue pad had one. 


He knew the moment he triggered it, Axia would likely get an alert on her omni-tool. Which 
would cut his time in half. 


Garrus paused at that, bracing his hand on the wall above the security pad. He released a slow 
breath as he ran over the next ten minutes in his head. He needed to have the steps down. He 
couldn’t afford to waste a second. 


Override log in 
Access terminal 
Ping the private Spectre server and tunnel through to SOS Arterius. 


Saren Arterius. The most sour, hard ass, cut-throats-to-cut-corners turian he’d ever heard of 
in his life. 


But Nihlus trusted him. Hell, Nihlus was friends with him. Which meant, at some point, 
Saren must have had a soft spot for Kryik. 


Garrus ghosted his thumb over the bottom edge of the security pad. 


Hopefully some part of that soft spot still existed. And went beyond more than just Nihlus. 
Dirty bastard or not, Saren was still a Spectre. 


That meant something. At least, he really hoped it did. 
The hydraulics on the door hissed as he triggered the emergency circuit with his talon. 
He was betting his family on it. 


There were several monitors hanging on the wall opposite the entry point. Only one was on, 
flashing idly with vids from the surrounding security cameras. None of which featured him. 


Overriding the log in was easy. Cyber-Literacy 101. First semester in basic. 
Accessing the terminal took 181 seconds. Asari operating systems were not intuitive. 


Pinging the Spectre server required Nihlus’s security code. Five digits he’d been repeating in 
his head since the moment Kryik grumbled them out—one hand on the human’s bare, 
exposed shoulder, naked under his talons— 


Focus! 


Garrus growled, mandibles pulling tight to his face. He needed a proxy to shield the ping, to 
avoid flagging Axia’s firewalls and locking down the entire system, but Nihlus’s code 
reached the server with surprising ease. A sign the access point—or more likely an address 
within the server—had been reached on Axia’s system before. 


His talons paused over the keypad in front of him. 


The easiest explanation was Axia digging around for stats on Kryik, or any useful 
information they could use to make the Spectre more appealing on the market. Body counts 
were attractive to slavers looking for a guard dog. Or a rough time in the sheets. 


Still, establishing a connection should’ve taken at least several minutes. Both to reach the 
server, and for the server to reach back, before navigating became easier. Quicker. 


Instead the log in screen popped up like it was idle in the system. 


Something burned in his gut. A feeling that only grew as he keyed in Nihlus’s code, and a list 
of his personal messages appeared on screen. 


Several of the incoming addresses had already been greyed out. Though none of his most 
recent queries were open. A sign Axia’s system was familiar with them already. 


He began scrolling, looking for any that tagged Saren’s ID, thinking he’d have to dig farther 
than he would, and that the Spectre’s address wouldn’t be among the grey links that Axia’s 
system already recognized. 


He hated being wrong. 


He was there—for spirits sake, he was right there, so close, two taps of his talon away from 
being free, when the screen flashed red, and the auto lock logo froze the terminal. 


“Shit.” 


Nothing he’d done should’ve flagged any firewalls. He hadn’t moved to a new screen. Hell, 
he’d been idle on the last. With the proxy he should’ve been invisible, and no one on this end 
could’ve seen Nihlus’s status as active. Who else would’ve seen it? 


“Shit, shit, shit.” 


He couldn’t leave the Spectre server on screen. It would be too obvious. And Garrus was the 
only one left unsupervised—Axia would know it was him. 


Thinking quickly he slid his hand under the monitors and yanked at several of the wires until 
the whole screen went dark. He could tell by the burning smell he’d done enough damage to 
buy himself time. But even then, he likely only had hours. He hadn’t had a chance to ping 
Arterius. And no one was going to save his family. 


“Calling home, pet?” 


Garrus backed away from the comm table and turned to face the door. It didn’t matter where 
he went. Even if Axia wasn’t standing there, pistol aimed high, square at his head, he’d have 
nowhere to go. No way to warn Nihlus. No way to save the human. 


She’d trusted him. And Garrus had, for the second and likely last time in his life, let her 
down. 
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“Jane.” 


She wasn’t looking at him. Her green eyes were roaming the room beyond the crate in 
silence. Waiting. The blue light of the cargo hold made her usually austere features soft. 


She didn’t answer when he said her name. Though he saw the slight lift of her ear, telling him 
she’d heard. 


He let his talons reach to brush her hair over the small appendage, tucking it away, wondering 
if this would be the last time he’d ever get to do so. 


“If Vakarian manages to make it to the comm room—” 
“When,” she said firmly. 
That stopped him. 


“When,” he allowed after a moment. He didn’t have the heart to argue. “It won’t be easy to 
find an exit point. Things are going to get messy...bloody,” he said. “I may have to do some 
things that—” 


Words faltered, fell away as she turned to face him. She was in his lap. A sign she still trusted 
him. A good sign. 


He’d scared her earlier. She’d done her best to hide it, though he’d seen it the moment it 
flashed across her face, the taste of Vakarian’s blood still fresh in his mouth, dripping from 
his mandibles onto the crate floor. 


The regular pink hue of her face had drained into something pale. Her sleek muscles had 
tensed, and he felt the flare of her biotics in the air. 


Vakarian was right. She was strong. Even with the collar on, she could’ve easily pushed him 
if she tried. But she’d only froze. Her sweet smell had spiked with adrenaline. Fear. Fear of 
him. 


He hated it. He didn’t ever want to see that look on her face again. 
“T know,” she told him. 


Her voice was hushed and low. She looked at him a moment before her eyes moved down to 
study his cowl, then up to his mouth, though he imagined she was looking at his teeth. 


“No matter what, human—even if the heat gets bad out there—I wanted to tell you...” 


Heat crept up his neck and he fought the urge to look away from her. Spirits, why was he so 
bad at this? 


“You should know,” her eyes moved back to his, and the words were there, clearer than 
before, “You’ve got me. I won’t leave you behind.” His talons furled a little over the fabric 
on her waist. “I’Il look out for you.” 


Always. 


An ache hit him in the gut as her green eyes searched his face. He saw them glimmer. His 
hand squeezed. 


“Not just here,” he told her softly. “If...when...,” he corrected, “When we make it back to the 
Citadel, I can help you.” 


His hand lifted, running the back of his talon along her angled cheek. 
“T can get you things. Whatever you need. Just ask. You don’t have to be alone.” 


Just saying the words made his thoughts hazy. He meant them. He didn’t want her to worry. 
To lose an ounce of her fight because she had nothing to go back to. He’d promise her Menae 
if it would get her out of this alive. 


He watched her eyes flicker back to his mouth. The fur above her eyes pulled together. The 
expression looked almost pained. He expected her to speak, but instead he felt the soft, warm 
presence of her hand on the side of his face. Her fingers were stiff as they stroked. Injured— 
because of him. 


He hadn’t expected her to lean in. It gave him no time to swallow down the soft trill that 
slipped out, heat climbing up his neck as her face dipped down, and his mandibles slid back 
slightly, just in time for her to press her soft, pink mouth over his. 


It was a feeling he’d never known before. So velvet and warm it blinded his thoughts. He 
nearly keened at the sensation. 


The second it came, it was over, and he found himself missing the feeling, the taste of her 
warmth. He didn’t know what it meant. Though he could see by the flush in her cheeks that it 
wasn’t a casual gesture. Not in the way she’d done it, at the least. 


“Nihlus—” 


The second she said his name the door to the room slid open. Footsteps came towards them, 
brisk and staggered. More than one pair. 


He watched the color drain from her face as Jane turned toward the bars. Her expression fell 
away. 


“No 29 


The krogan dropped Vakarian onto the concrete in front of them. He didn’t catch himself as 
he fell—too limp, too bruised and bleeding to move. 


The asari came to stand behind him as he curled in. Nihlus’s attention went immediately to 
the gun dangling at her side. 


Shit. 


“Seven hundred thousand credits down the drain,” she said, cocking her head as she watched 
him on the ground. 


The human scrambled off of his lap before he could reach to stop her. 


“Wasted on this drooling, untrained hound of a turian, who goes behind my back at every 
turn.” 


He watched the asari lift the nose of her pistol to level with Vakarian. 

“Wait,” Jane rose up on her knees, gripping the bars of the crate. “Wait, wait—he didn’t—” 
“Quiet!” 

Axia’s eyes shot to her, mouth lowered in a grimace. 


“Don’t even try to beg for it, human. I had him perfectly well trained before you came along. 
Whatever happens next,” the pistol whirred as heat built in the chamber, “Consider it your 
fault. I thought I should at least show you, what happens to bad dogs that misbehave.” 


“Wait—don’t—” 


Vakarian was watching her—just her—like there was nothing in the room besides Jane. Only 
them, and the last few seconds before Axia pulled the triggered, and she’d be torn away, 
sending him down into the dark, away from her forever, and Nihlus would, once again, taste 
that bitter, fucking wretched taste of failure. Of being reckless, and losing too much. 


My fault. 


“Don’t worry, pup,” Axia dropped her eyes to Vakarian on the floor, “You’ll see your family 
soon enough—the ones I can’t sell for a decent credit, at least.” 


Finger on the trigger. 

“Might have to wait awhile for that pretty sister of yours.” 
Nihlus growled. 

Her finger darkened as the asari squeezed. 


Jane called out, “Stop!” 


Vakarian never looked away. Not once. Even when she pulled the trigger. When the pistol 
whirred, cut short, clattered on the concrete as it slid away toward the drain. He never lost 
sight of Jane. 


Neither did Nihlus. 


He watched the human’s head fall back. Saw her back bow as her eyes rolled up. Her 
knuckles paled as she gripped the bars in front of her. 


The asari’s feet left the ground. She rose, slowly, though she didn’t fight, and likely couldn’t. 
The air around them warped with static. He watched the asari as she went up, higher and 
higher, stopping abruptly, just before she was brought down onto the floor, sending rays of 
blood around her in a halo. 


She was dead the second she landed. Nihlus knew that. She was flat. Oddly angled. Not even 
the krogan moved when she did. 


The room was silent. The only sound was Jane’s breathing, soft but ragged. 


When the krogan lifted his head to look at her, he cursed. He took a half step towards the 
cage. Lifted the nose of his rifle towards her. Then turned to make a run for the door. 


To sound the alarm. 


Though he only made it a few steps before she caught him. Even with his back turned, Nihlus 
could feel it, could smell the blood, could hear the sound he was making as her biotics flared, 
pulling, tearing at something until it came free, sliding across the concrete towards Vakarian 
on the ground. 


It was bone. Which one, he couldn’t tell. Though, by the way the krogan crumbled when he 
fell, he guessed it was likely the closest thing to a backbone the krogan might have. 


The human stayed like that, face turned up to the ceiling, caste in blue light, blank and serene, 
before falling forward against the crate bars. 


*“Jane—” 
He reached for her, only to stop when she spoke. 
“Dont!” 


Her forearms flexed as she gripped the bars. She was shaking. Her head was bowed, eyes 
wide, distant, terrified. Like she was looking at something that wasn’t there. 


“Pll hurt you.” 
The words came through her teeth, taut and ragged, wavering at the final note; You. 


His eyes shifted to Vakarian on the ground. The turian hung his head as he braced himself 
upright on one hand. He sucked in a breath through his teeth. 


This was it. They had this moment. Just this brief, fleeting second—and Nihlus would be 
fucking damned to let it slip from his talons. 


They were doing this. Now. 


Nihlus growled, rising on his knees as he reached to grip the bars above the human. The 
smell of her adrenaline made him bristle. Made his heart pump, muscle flex, his mind dialing 
in on an instinct he couldn’t bite down on, ready and eager to fight—to protect the human. 


His focus zeroed on Vakarian. 
He rattled the door with a hard shake. 
“Open the latch,” he commanded. 


With the asari gone they now had a thin window to move through the area without being 
under a red alert. If they moved quickly and quietly enough maybe they could slip by 
unnoticed until they reached the surface. Or an armory. 


Move, kid. Let’ go. 


Vakarian was still staring at Jane. His blue eyes had softened, talons gripping his side, the 
concrete around him smeared in his own blood. 


“Vakarian.” 


His voice lowered, poised, nothing but calm. He saw the young turian perk at the sound of his 
name. A second passed and his eyes shifted to him. 


“Get her collar off,” he said. 
Another second of silence. 


Nihlus saw it the moment his instincts kicked in. The turian’s muscles jumped. His shoulders 
straightened and his mandibles pulled in. Ready for a fight. 


He watched Vakarian wince as he reached for the asari, swiping his talon over her omni-tool. 
The latch clicked as it opened, and Garrus slid it off with ease. 


The kid was good with tech. 
Not surprising, for a Vakarian. 


“T’ll have to power down the lock to keep it from activating your cuffs. You’ll have to find 
Xilo if you want your collar off,” Garrus said. 


He heard the latch over the bars whir as it disengaged. The door popped open. Jane toppled 
through, and he reached to catch her before he could stop himself. 


She said his name, like a warning, but he didn’t care. 


“T’ve got you.” 
He’d promised. 


It was surreal, coming to stand in front of her. Feeling his muscles stretch, grow warm with 
fresh blood, body screaming in relief—all of it secondary to the feeling he had, coming to 
stand face to face with the human, Jane, in earnest. 


Well...stand over. He’d forgotten how much smaller humans were. 


He braced her steady with a hand on her shoulder. Her head dipped as she looked up at him, 
green eyes rimmed red, blood shot and steeled. Full of fire. 


“Leave it on.” 

Nihlus cocked his head. His eyes shifted to the collar encircling that delicate, bare neck... 
“Its not safe to take it off. I’m...not safe.” 

“She’s right.” 

Nihlus turned his head to glance at Vakarian. 


“Her collar...it’s likely the only reason she’s still talking. If we take it off she might...” his 
blue eyes shifted to him, then quickly away, “Axia has her trained to go into trance. She’ll...” 


The kid looked at her. He whined. A sound Nihlus was sure she couldn’t hear. One that he 
did. 


“T’m fine.” 


That voice again. So steeled and hushed. So...tired. He wondered how many times she had 
said those same words to herself. 


“T can still use my biotics if I stress the suppression field.” 
Her many dexterous fingers balled into fists at her side. 


“Just...” her biotics flared, and she winced, causing the light on her collar to flash, “Just 
leave it on. Please.” 


She was struggling. Maybe to keep them active. Maybe to hold them back. He didn’t know. 
He tucked a talon under her chin, lifting her face to the light—to him. 

“Whatever you need,” he assured her. “I just want to get you out of here.” 

Words he felt in his blood. In ever cell, every talon and tooth. 


“The comms room is down the second hall,” Vakarian’s voice cut the silence. “Past a set of 
double doors that will take you to an armory.” 


He sucked in a breath, and Nihlus turned to watch the turian rise up on his knees. The kid 
was bleeding, badly. Enough to make his scales dull. His hand cinched tighter to the wound 
on his side. 


“T didn’t get a chance to SOS Artertus. I’m...sorry. I...” 

He slumped forward a little. His legs were shaking, struggling to hold him upright. 
“T fucked up.” 

“Vakarian...” 

Jane said his name softly. The kid keened, hung his head with a rough pant. 


“When you make it home, just don’t...” a wavering breath. “Don’t tell my dad I was here. I 
want him to know I...just—not like this. Let him think I died right. Like a good turian. A 
long time ago.” 


Well...shit. 


Nihlus watched him a second, took him in, took in the blood dripping from his side and down 
the front of his thigh, mandibles slack. His blue eyes tracked the human—just her. Always 
ever her. 


“Get up.” 

“Nihlus...” 

He could hear the doubt in her voice. He was hurt. Badly. And they needed to move fast. 
“T’ll only slow you down,” Garrus said, voice tight, angry—angry at himself. 

Nihlus reached down, offering the kid his open hand. 

Reckless. Reckless and dangerous. 

“Vakarian! On your feet!” 


Blame the turian military complex. Blame his Spectre trained, militant ability to push, to 
scrap and claw, and fight to do what he wanted. Saren would’ve called him soft. But what 
was the point of slinging a gun if he couldn’t save a few lives—good lives—when he could? 


This was going to be one hell of a fight to the top. 


Vakarian’s muscles jumped. His eyes dialed in and he reached, like a damn good turian, to 
grab his hand. 


Nihlus pulled him to his feet with the momentum. He staggered, keened, caught himself on 
Nihlus’s shoulder, then straightened himself with a growl. 


His blue eyes hardened, the look of a Vakarian cocked and ready to fire. 


They zeroed in as they focused on Jane. 


“You need to take defense. If you waste all your energy on attack you'll burn out. And get 
hurt. Keep your shields up—first priority.” 


Something fluttered in his gut. A small pang of jealously. 
Vakarian knew something about the human he didn’t. 

“T can maintain. Just...shoot fast,” Jane said. 

He clamped down on his subvocals to keep from growling. 


“We need to get you a stim before I even think of handing you a pistol,” Nihlus rumbled to 
Garrus. “Ill need you on my six, Vakarian. Let's hope you can aim.” 


There was no missing the way the kid perked when he said it. He looked at him, standing a 
little taller, displaying himself to him eagerly. 


“The med bay is close. We’ll pass it on the way to the armory. But the doc—” 
“The salarian won’t be a problem,” Nihlus said, calm, lethally sure. 


Vakarian made a small trill. His blue eyes were on him now. His right mandible slid back 
weakly. 


“Sure, Spectre,” he said. “Take point. I’Il watch your six.” His attention shifted back to where 
Nihlus knew it wanted to go. To her, standing beside him. “Yours too.” 


Nihlus rumbled. A low warning, passed only between them. 
Her first. 
Always her. 


She wouldn’t leave their sights—not for a second. 
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He'd been to the med bay often enough he knew the way. Spectre Kryik took point, though he 
minded each of his warnings to, ‘stop here’, “wait a second’, and ‘duck’, to avoid being 
spotted on the CTs. 


The human was eerily quiet as they went. Her small size served her well when it came to 
moving quickly and quietly, even shouldering half of his weight, which Garrus was trying 
very hard to keep to himself. 

Trying and failing. 


He’d never been shot before. But the bullet in his side was enough to make him wonder how 
Spectre Kryik could take an AR to the shoulder and still make a kill shot like it was nothing. 
He'd seen it on a vid once. And it was damn impressive. 


If he can do it, you can do it, Vakarian. 
The medbay had a security pad. 


Fortunately, they had Axia’s omni-tool, complete with the asari’s security card, and the latch 
whirred the moment they approached. 


He could tell the doctor wasn’t expecting guests. Not from the way he jolted as the door slid 
open, sending a pair of beakers down onto the table in front of him. 


His dark eyes went to Garrus first, flashed wide. 
“Wait, you’re not supposed—” 

They went to Nihuls next. 

“Oh...oh goddess, no...” 


He wasn’t sure what the salarian reached for. Whether it was a gun, or his omni-tool—maybe 
to call Axia. 


Didn’t really matter. He wasn’t fast enough. 


Nihlus was on him the second he flinched, leaping over the table, lifting him up and off the 
ground, talons to his throat, bringing him back down with enough force to rattle the tabletop. 


“Jesus christ.” 


The human took a half step forward, biotics flaring before she managed to regain her grip. 


Nihlus reeled back, kneeling over the doctor on the table. His muscles flexed as his hands 
cinched, cutting off air, sending the salarian’s legs to kick frantically behind him. Kryik 
growled. 


Garrus could see what he was going to do. The way Nihlus’s talons unfurled, ready to dig in, 
to rip away, sending blood in a shower on the floor. 


A kill move. 
His green eyes were zeroed in, lethal. 


He’d seen that look before. On vids, on the battlefield, aimed and staring down the trigger 
end of a pistol. 


“Wait—no—” the salarian’s voice was barely a rasp, “Please...” 


His hand trembled as he extended something. A key card, half wrapped around Nihlus’s 
talons by the lanyard. 


Garrus tried to shift his weight from the human, to hobble closer and see what the doctor was 
offering, likely hoping to save his own ass. 


“Spectre Kryik.” 
Nihlus didn’t seem to hear him. Either that, or the Spectre wasn’t in the mood to bargain. 


Nihlus’s biceps jumped. He snarled, coming up over the salarian, bringing him up and down 
against the table with a hard slam. 


“Nihlus, wait.” 

The human’s voice was deep, surprisingly cool. Garrus followed as she took a step towards 
the table. He could see her trying to decipher whatever the salarian was waving at him to 
take. 


“Tu—tunnels!” 


The salarian made a hacking noise as Nihlus clicked a few times in irritation. His head 
cocked, lowering a little towards the doctor—a dangerous look on the Spectre. After a tense 
second he relented with a growl. Garrus saw his talons lax a little. 


“Take,” the doctor hacked again when he let up, “Tunnels. Used for...transport to” he gasped, 
“To the surface.” 


Transport? 
Tunnels... 


Spirits, tunnels! 


There was a shriek down the hall. The sound of rapid footsteps. Then the room went dark, 
replaced by the red strobe of emergency lights. 


“Guess that means they found Axia,” Garrus grumbled. 
The alarm started a second later. 
“Shit,” he heard Jane hiss. 


He limped a little as she slid out from under him, leaving him to stagger on his own weight. 
Glass rattled, tipped and fell, as she began sifting through the meds on the wall, fishing for 
stims. Garrus tracked her closely, minding Kyrik and the salarian with his peripheral. He 
wasn’t about to let the human out of his sight. 


Nihlus reached down and yanked the keycard from the salarian. 


“Please,” the doctor held his hands up the second he let him go. “Take it, just don’t, goddess, 
don’t kill me.” 


The Spectre made a low trill—a cold, mocking sound—leaning down over the salarian. 


“Of course not, doctor,” he rumbled, smooth and Spectre-trained cool, “You’ve been very 
generous. Killing you is unnecessary.” 


His right mandible slid back as he rose on his knees over him. 


“Once they realize you let us escape—I’m sure Xilo will kill you himself. I’d hate to ruin his 
fun.” 


He reached, reined his head by what was left of his broken horns, and he heard him bring the 
back of his head down against the table. Silence followed. 


Out cold. 
“Here.” 


He saw the human’s slender arm disappear into the back of a shelf, emerging with several 
plastic wrapped syringes. 


“You need more than one. You’ve lost a lot of blood.” 


Heat stung his neck as the human came over to him. She looked him up and down, like she 
was trying to decide where to stick him, tearing open one of the stims with her blunt teeth. 


He turned his head a little. 
“Close to the wound,” he grumbled. “On my...on my hip.” 


He felt wrong, asking her to touch him there. Was it as intimate on a human as it was a 
turian? Nihlus certainly rubbed her there like it was—hiking her shirt up, running his... 


“Spirits,” he hissed at himself. 


He needed to get control of himself. Whatever was wrong with him, the blood loss definitely 
wasn’t helping. 


The human’s spider-like hand easily freed the needle cap, and she came to stand under him. 
Even here, he could feel how warm she was. How soft she was. 


Her breath ghosted the front of his carapace as she leaned in. 
“There. One more.” 


He didn’t even feel it. Couldn’t feel anything but her hand, touching his side. He made a soft 
keen as he turned his head away, trying to ease the tension building. Instead his eyes locked 
with Kryik’s. 


He was watching them both closely, the dark, white-streaked plates of his face lethal in the 
strobe of emergency lights. Garrus felt his stomach flutter. 


“Better, Vakarian?” 

He heard the stim as it hit the floor. 

Vakarian. 

She knew his name. 

And he knew hers. 

Jane... 

He’d wanted her to tell him, wanted to ask for himself, though it never seemed right. 


She had another name, too. One Nihlus seemed intent on keeping to himself—a secret the 
snarling turian would likely fight him to hold. He’d only said it once with Garrus in earshot, 
though he was sure he used it much more when they were alone, so Garrus couldn’t hear. 
Was it important—intimate—to use a human’s last name? 


What was it? 

Shepard. 

That’s what Nihlus had purred, holding her in his lap, stroking that soft, fiery hair. 
"Shepards. I should've known." 


He didn’t realize he was purring until Nihlus hissed, coming towards him, taking the last of 
the packaged stim needles from Jane and shoving them, a little harder than necessary, against 
his chest. 


“We need to get to the armory. Can you walk?” 


Garrus pulled his mandibles close to his face to stifle a growl. 


“T’m good,” he shot back. His eyes shifted to Jane, now on the other side of Nihlus, standing 
over him. He spoke softer. “Much better.” 


Nihlus rumbled. “Then let’s move.” 


The dark hall beyond the med bay was hard to navigate. He followed the human, flashing in 
and out of shadow, out of the red strobe of the emergency lights, guiding him through the 
dark. 


Nihlus moved them carefully, aware of every corner, though they never saw a soul as they 
made their way to the armory. The emptiness was eerie. The silence more so. A slaver’s den 
on lockdown was a hell of a sight. He wondered how long it would take for the mechs to 
come. 


“Here!” 
He had to shout over the blare of the alarm. A sound loud enough to make his hearing ring. 


Nihlus bristled as he craned his head, turning to glance at Garrus. Garrus nodded down the 
left hall, towards the door he knew for a fact led to Axia’s gun stock and armory. 


Maybe some of the armor would fit the Spectre. Wouldn’t kill the damned pretty turian to put 
on a shirt. 


Kryik turned to assess the human, giving her a soft, tending little trill. Always so damn 
smooth. She came to him readily, letting him move the hair away from the side of her face. 


Garrus grumbled. He brought Axia’s omni-tool up to the security pad and deactivated the 
lock with a quick swipe. Her print was on the interface screen—as long as he didn’t press too 
hard, the smear would last for a few more uses. 


“T’m in.” 
The door slid open and he watched Nihlus and the human take point into the room. 


“We carry light. I don’t want us getting cornered into a firefight,” he watched Nihlus turn to 
take stock of the weapons that lined the wall. He ducked his head, giving a damn flattering 
view of his fringe. “We move fast and we move quietly. We only shoot when we have to.” 


It was a good plan—he had to admit. If they stopped to shoot, they would run out of bullets; 
fast. And put the human at a greater risk. 


He watched Jane pick a double barrel from the rack and pop open the hefty chamber. 


“Know how to shoot that thing?” he asked, coming up to support the nose of the barrel as she 
held it. 


Her green eyes stayed on the gun. 


“T grew up on a farm,” she swung the chamber up, relocking the barrel with a swift jerk of 
her arm. “I know how to shoot a gun,” she said. 


The side of her colorful mouth screwed upward. A tired look on her—but one he’d never 
seen before. Not scared, not twisted up in hurt, so ragged she could barely stand. It made her 
look... amused. And a little mean. He liked it. 


“I’m more worried about you, Vakarian,” was she being coy? “Can you limp and shoot?” 
Spirits. 
“Here.” 


He felt Nihlus bump his shoulder with the back of his hand, and he turned to see the turian 
offering him a pistol. 


Garrus felt his subvocals click in annoyance. The gun was snubbed nosed with a mag in the 
handle. Low recoil, close range aim. Baby’s first firearm. 


“Riiight,” Garrus said, reaching to take it. “Thanks.” 


Nihlus was trilling, a sound he was sure the human couldn’t hear, one he could hear clear as 
day. He was laughing—the bastard. 


He shot a glance behind the Spectre to the wall. There were a few assault rifles on the rack, 
one of which Kryik was now slinging over his shoulder, which, of course, just had to make 
him look that much cooler. He’d also managed to dig out some greaves and a chest piece 
from one of the crates. 


Nihlus Kryik, Spectre extraordinaire, in the flesh. 
He shot a glance at the human, who was taking notice of that for herself. 


Garrus grumbled a little, knocking shoulders with the older turian as he moved past him 
towards the only long-ranged rifle on the rack. He tucked the pistol into his waistband— 
wouldn’t kill him to have a backup—and reached to take it. 


“That’s a big gun, pup. Sure you can handle it?” 


He turned to see Kryik slide one mandible back, gun resting over his shoulder, standing tall— 
displaying himself to the human watching him. 


Garrus clicked again, checking the heat sync before slipping the strap over his shoulder. 
“Don’t worry, Spectre,” he rumbled. “I’m used to having the bigger gun.” 
Nihlus cocked his head back in amusement just as a voice came in over the comms. 


“Initiating phase two of lockdown. Authorized personnel cleared to mobilize—lethal 
engagement protocol.” 


“Shit. Here comes the cavalry,” Garrus said. 


He hugged the butt of his rifle to his uninjured side—the buzz of the stims making it easy to 
balance—going over to the human, who was pulling on one of Axia’s jumpsuits. 


He caught a glimpse of her bare side, the supple curve of her chest, before Nihlus made a low 
hiss, pulling his attention. 


“We need to move back to the security room. We’ll need a ride once we make it out of here,” 
the Spectre said. 


Something fluttered in his gut. 

“Listen, Kryik...” 

Nihlus turned his attention from the human and onto him. 
“About the SOS...” 

He needed to tell him. Maybe it was nothing. But if it wasn’t— 


“When I tunneled through onto the server, Axia had your queries up in her system. She had 
access to some of your...contacts. The second it was up...I think...” 


Spirits, how do you tell someone this? 

Someone was monitoring your private server. 

Your mentor and friend may be in contact with your captor. 
He could be wrong. But, spirits, if he wasn’t— 

“Look out!” 


Something hit the floor behind him. He turned in time to watch it roll towards his foot, to 
hear it beep, just twice before... 


“Shit!” 


Fire erupted. He felt a split second of the impact, then the brutal force of biotics as a field 
bloomed between him and the explosion. He heard the Spectre shout the word grenades 
before he was knocked back onto the floor. 


The human was standing over him, facing the door. Her face was pale, eyes locked and 
distant, a look he knew on her. One he hated. One that meant she was seeing things that 
weren’t there. 


Nihlus was talking, though he couldn’t hear it above the ringing in his head. 


“Vakarian!” 


There was a pulse. The sound of screaming. Then silence. 
“Vakarian! On your feet!” 


Talons seized him by the cowl, hauled him up and standing, slapped him once on the 
shoulder. 


“Youre alright. You’re not hurt. We need to move.” 
He shook his head to clear the ringing. The human was still standing beside him, unmoving. 


“We don’t have time to make it to the comm room,” Nihlus said. “We need to get to the 
tunnels.” 


“Jane.” 


He said her name before he could stop himself. Nihlus came to flank her, so she stood 
between them. His mandibles dropped a little. That hurt look. One that didn’t match his 
Spectre-trained, militant posture. 


“Ts she...?” 

Kryik reached for her. 

“Don’t touch her,” he said quickly. 

It wouldn’t help. Not now. 

Nihlus bristled. Growled and looked up at him. 

“You're right," Garrus said. "We have to move.” 

And there was only one way to move her like this. The only way Axia had intended. 
“Human! Come!” 


He hated how immediate it was. How Nihlus looked at him when he said it. As disgusted 
with him as he was with himself. Though it kept her moving, kept her shield up, awake and 
walking, following Nihlus as he took point out into the hall. 


He was on her six. Not a breath behind her, keeping her between them as they went. 


Axia’s omni-tool guided them towards the tunnels. They didn’t meet much resistance down 
the first few halls, nothing Nihlus couldn’t handle with a few rapid shots and a quick 
kickback of a grenade. 


He turned back to check on the human once the grunts were down. 
Garrus offered him a reassuring trill before ordering the human forward. 


It wasn’t until they reached the basement that they met the worst of the resistance. 


He didn’t know what he’d been expecting. It was an access point—it made sense they would 
put all their manpower to protect it. But.. .spirits. 


Luckily the human’s shield caught most of the initial gunfire. Nihlus diverted them quickly 
behind a set of steel beams—the best cover they were going to find down here. The Spectre 
turned to him, resting his back against the column, giving a quick check over his assault rifle. 


“We need to push through before we’re flanked.” 


He said it so calmly, so matter of fact. Like this was nothing but a wargame in basic. Like he 
was Spectre Kryik, cocked and aimed in the middle of the battlefield. Cool, calm, and 
collected. 


Sparks flew as several bullets struck the face of the column. 
“Take point with your rifle. I'll guard our six.” 
Garrus didn’t realize his hands were shaking until he readied his gun. 


“Don’t miss, Vakarian." Nihlus's voice was smooth and low. The Spectre butted his shoulder 
with the side of his fist. "Let’s see what the son of a Citadel cop can do.” 


Garrus bristled. He clamped down on a growl, then realized all at once what he meant...Dad. 
He could...he could see his dad again. His sister. His family. 
They were all right there. Just a few meters— 


There was a flashbang, followed by a plume of smoke. Something clicked on—something he 
didn’t know he had in him until that very moment. 


It made his aim straight, made his head cool as he came around the edge of the column, 
taking out the closest pair of guards with one shot. 


The next two were a double fire. But they went down just as fast. It didn't take much to keep 
them back. Nihlus had led them to a damn good vantage point. Every so often he could hear 
Nihlus firing beside him. But Garrus's tally was never far behind. 


“Shit, kid, you’re—Jane!” 


He nearly lost focus. A twitch of his arm as his body tried to turn. But he didn’t let it. He 
didn’t need to. 


He saw her rush forward, smashing head first into an oncoming krogan with the force of her 
biotics. 


“Mechs! Vakarian, advance! Cover her!” 


He could barely hear Nihlus over the whir of heavy artillery. Panic threatened, boiled up, but 
he bit it down with a growl. His eyes zeroed in on the human. She’d seen the mech, he knew 


she did. 
It's what she was aiming for. 
“Human, fall ba—" 


He didn’t get to finish. There was a bang. A bright flash. Something hot knocked him back. 
Pain. 


He felt himself being dragged by the cowl, pulled forward along the hot, blood streaked 
cement. 


The human. 

Where was the human! 

Garrus snarled, scrambling to raise his head enough to see her. There. Oh, spirits. 
“Jane!” 


He could see the cargo ramp as Nihlus dragged him towards it. He could see the last of the 
soldiers that stood in front of it, flanked by a mech with its guns locked and loaded. And he 
could see her, Jane, Shepard, standing in-fucking-front of it, shields down, all bite and no 
bark—full offense. 


The mech aimed. He saw fire as the chamber on its arm heated, ready to launch. A few shots 
from the rifle on Nihlus’s hip and only one guard was left standing. 


“Shit, shit!” 


And that was Nihlus Kryik, Spectre rebel, all-around-turian-bad boy, loosing his cool for 
what could only be the first time. 


“Call her off! Get her out of there!” he shouted. 


They were close. So close to the tunnel he could smell it. 


“Human, stand down!” 

There was blood on the front of her face, dripping from her nose and down her chin, soaking 
through her jumpsuit where he knew she’d been too careless, too gone to shield herself from 
the gunfire. The look on her face told him she didn’t feel it. There was nothing there but a 
feeling. So calm, so still, so full of anger, and rage, and fire. It terrified him. 


And spirits it was beautiful. 


He felt the air warp as the mech fired. Nihlus dropped him on the ground as he lunged. But 
he wasn’t fast enough. The mech kicked back. Wobbled. He saw flames ignite in the chamber 
as the missile launched, but the shell never left its arm. It couldn’t—not with Jane’s shield 
thrust towards it, trapping it in. 


The explosion that followed engulfed the ramp entirely. 


Garrus didn’t care that Nihlus left him there. That he ran headfirst towards the blistering fire 
to find her. Seconds were hours then. He swore he couldn’t breathe, that the fire must’ve 
sucked all the oxygen from the room, leaving him gasping, heart clawing, thinking surely, 
surely, this couldn’t be it. That he hadn’t lost her. Hadn’t failed her again. 


There was pain in his body. He could feel the stiffness as he fought against it to rise, coming 
to his knees, struggling to get his feet beneath him. 


The second he did, he could see him. 
He was carrying her, limp against his chest, bleeding and bruised—but alive. 
He couldn’t stifle the whine that came out of him. 


Nihlus never said a word. He only came over to him, slung Garrus’s good arm over his 
singed shoulder, and hefted both of them up the ramp toward the tunnel. 


The second the doors opened, he inhaled. Air. Fresh air. 
It was colder inside the tunnel—much colder—and they had a long way to walk. 


But every step he counted brought him closer to something he'd spent the last two years 
thinking would never be possible. 


To the outside. 
To his family. 
To his life. 
One, two, three. 


They were free. 


Chapter End Notes 


That's a wrap. Thanks for reading! 
(Kidding, don't kill me.) 


Everything Good 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


White. 

The color of the back door leading up to the porch of the house. 

The color of the fields after the first snow of the winter cycle. 

The color of the sky, looking down at her as someone carried her through the cold. 

So cold. 

Too cold. 

Something wasn’t right. 

She tried to sit up, feeling resistance as whoever was holding her squeezed a little tighter. 
“Don’t move.” 


A smell stung her nose. The smell of smoke, of fire, of gun metal and blood. Adrenalin 
spiked. 


The fire. She’d seen it, watched it burn over the field. Heard the screams of the colonists and 
the rapid sounds of gunfire. Were they already here? 


“John.” 

Her brother. She had to find her brother. 

There was a rumbling sound. One she felt as whoever was holding her squeezed again. 
They said something. Far off and muted. Something she didn’t hear. 

“It's okay. You’re okay. Dont move, you’re hurt.” 

She tried to sit up again, cursing softly when they didn’t let go. 


“Get off me,” a threat that was mostly air. Her mind scrambled, trying to make sense of 
where she was—where they were taking her. It was too cold for John. He was too small. 
“Where—” Jesus, why did she hurt so bad? “Where’s my brother?” 


“Nihlus...” 


Another voice, just beside them. 


“She's fine, just give her a second. Just...” 

The rumbling stopped. The voice wavered. Someone touched her hair. 
“Jane.” 

Not him. Not John. Not again. 

Again? 

“Spirits, Jane. Look at me. Right here. I’m right here.” 

Her eyes squeezed, blinked, burning in the light. Jane. 


Pain came into focus. She looked up, seeing the turian around her, talons in her hair, cradling 
her head. 


“Nihlus?” 

“There’s my girl.” 

She caged her teeth to fight a sob and tried to lift her head. 
“Where...?” 

Where are we? 


But she stopped before she could finish. She caught a glimpse of her hand, pink and blistered, 
and the blood that covered the front of her jumpsuit. She must’ve made a face because Nihlus 
started that soft, purring sound, pulling her in against his chest so she couldn’t see. 


“Tt’s okay. You’re okay,” firm, like he wouldn’t hear otherwise, “It’s not that bad.” 
Who knew turians were so good at lying? 


“We’re topside.” She looked up at him, his skull-plated face dark and inky in the shadows. 
“Out, but...” 


“Not out of it.” 


Vakrian didn’t look at her when he spoke. He was limping, one arm draped on Nihlus’s left 
shoulder, the other wrapped around his narrow waist. He was bleeding again—badly. 


“They’re looking for us.” 


His blue eyes flickered to her, then away. All at once a sound came into focus. It was distant 
at first. A low rumble in almost every direction. Moving faster. Coming closer. 


Vehicles. 


“We need to find cover,” Nihlus said, then softer, more begrudging, “And medigel.” 


The sliding plates on his face were pulled tight against his jaw. Reading his facial expression 
was hard. But there was no missing the tremor in his shoulders, and the way his clawed hand 
buried so eagerly in her hair. 


“Some place warm,” she told him. “It'll only get colder as night falls.” 


Something she was sure none of them would last long in—especially the turians. This level 
of cold was deadly without protective gear. 


“Spirits,” Vakarian hissed. “How could it possibly get any colder than it is now?” 


Nihlus’s green eyes scoured the area in front of them. He was intent, quiet. She tried to lift 
her head again, to see what he was seeing, but all it earned her was a growl, quickly mended 
with a soft trill and a careful stroke of his talons in her hair. 


“We should take one of their makos.” 

Silence. Vakarian looked ahead. To her, then to him, in very apparent horror. 
“What?” he said. 

She felt Nihlus make a sound, a short, almost clicking, though she didn’t hear it. 


“We need to put distance between us and the outpost,” he said. “Their vehicles are deployed 
in fleets—there’s more than one of them out there looking for us—which means they’re 
likely prepped for combat support. Ammo, rations, first aid. It’1] hold up in a fire fight.” 


A pause. 
“And its warm.” 


For a second, the only sound between them was the distant rumble of the engines. Then 
Vakarian, tight, clearly irritated, “How?” 


She felt them stop. Felt one of Nihlus’s arms unwind from around her and reach back. There 
was a whir, a metallic cock—the sound of a pistol. 


“Take her. Stay low. Pll be back.” 


“Wait.” She tried to protest. To hold on as Nihlus passed her off to Vakarian, and she got a 
full, terrifying glimpse of the world around her. Snow, and trees, and sky. So vast and open. 
So different from her last years in nothing but slaver ships and dark space. 


“Kryik. This isn’t...” 


It was a struggle for Vakarian to hold her. Though he didn’t let her go when she tried to pull 
away. 


“Tt’s our only shot. We made it this far, Vakarian.” She watched Nihlus check the heat sync, 
look ahead through the trees, then back at her. Never once did he look scared. 


His hand was warm when it came to cup her cheek. He said nothing, just looked at her, 
before his green eyes darted to Vakarian. 


“Don’t get any ideas, pup. This is a onetime thing.” 


His words were underscored with a growl, one she barely caught, though Vakarian matched it 
with his own. 


“T know, I know. I got her. Just...Spirits, Spectre, are you...?” 


Nihlus didn’t let him finish. Only turned, issued a gruff, “I'll be right back,” and headed off 
in the direction of the nearest sound. 


There wasn’t a name for the level of panic she felt as she watched him go. Something 
Vakarian seemed to pick up on, though she wasn’t certain how. 


“He’ll be alright. He’s good, human. The best at what he does. He’ll be...he’Il be back.” 
The turian was shaking worse than Nihlus. Not surprising, for all the blood he’d lost. 
“You should sit down,” she told him. 


Nihlus was right, they should stay low. They could either do it now, or wait until Vakarian 
collapsed where he stood. 


It surprised her when he didn’t argue. He only trilled a little, like he was pleased to do what 
she said, and carried her over to the shelter of a nearby tree. He took her with him as he sat, 
though after that, it became apparent he had no idea what to do with her. 


He shifted her weight, first away from him, then closer, readjusted his legs, until he finally 
decided to curl in a little. Then more. He trilled again, quickly turning to a purr as his arms 
squeezed, pressed between her and his legs. 


“You’re so warm,” he said softly. 
Being honest, he was too. 


He’d carried her before. Though he’d never earnestly held her. He wasn’t much smaller than 
Nihlus, Axia had kept him fed and well-trained for a fight, though he didn’t seem to be aware 
of that himself. 


He wasn’t careful with her like Nihlus was, like he didn’t know to be. 
When he squeezed her again she nearly rasped, “Easy, Vakarian.” 
He was shaking harder now. When he didn’t answer, she felt a small flutter of panic. 


“Hey.” 


She made the only movement she could manage, butting his hip with the front of her knee. 
He made a soft whine and lifted his head from her shoulder. 


“Tt’s...1t’s so cold,” he said, distant, weak. “I can’t feel my hands.” 
Panic came again. Along with a sudden urge; do something. 
She shifted. “Let me up.” 


He didn’t fight her when she did. Maybe he couldn’t. She came up onto his lap, reaching first 
to his pocket, where he’d stuck the last two stims she’d found earlier. One hand on his chest 
she came up on her knees and turned to straddle him like she’d done so often with Nihlus in 
the cage. 


She heard him trill, though the sound was distant, nearly nonexistent. His blue eyes searched 
her face like it might fade. She freed one of the needle caps with her teeth and stuck the stim 
in his side, same as before. His mandibles pulled in as he stiffened. 


“You need those.” 


He reached for the other in her hand like he might pull it away, the movement slow, almost 
dream-like. She popped the cap with her thumb before he could. 


“Not a chance, Vakarian. You get both.” 


He made a soft grunt as she stuck him with the second one. His fringe pulled together and she 
didn’t miss the way his pupils flexed, growing as he looked up at her kneeling over him. She 
felt his talons dig a little into her side. 


She dropped the empty stim in the snow beside them and reached up to the zipper on her 
jumpsuit. His eyes jumped to the movement, dilated, and he turned his face swiftly away. 


“What are you...?” 


She pulled the zipper down far enough and reached to grab his forearms, feeling the muscles 
flex a little as he let her guide his stiff and trembling hands up to the opening. His throat 
tightened with a very apparent swallow, though he was absolutely silent, not making a sound 
as she slipped his hands in through her opened zipper and inside the fabric of her jumpsuit. 


His hands were painfully freezing on her bare skin. Though the instant heat had him sliding 
in further, around her waist to the small of her back, enough to cover his forearms. The 
second he touched her waist he keened. 


He kept his face turned away from her. 


She leaned in, bringing their bodies closer together, trapping her heat between them. He was 
rumbling with some sound she couldn’t hear. A second or so passed and he seemed to relax. 
A few more and he curled in again, bowing over her, and she felt the soft skim of his 
forehead along the side of her hair. 


He made a low purr. 
“Shepherd.” 


She didn’t know what it meant. Or why he said it. Maybe he was confused, cold and hurt, and 
didn’t know what he was saying. 


They stayed like that for what felt like too long. She buried her face in his warm neck, which 
only made him purr louder, and let him rub his face, the side of his cheek and forehead 
against her hair. She didn’t know how much time had passed before she heard the rumble of 
an engine as it approached. 


Neither of them moved—both too weak to fight. If the slavers had found them, they 
would’ve taken them easily. 


Luckily the vehicle stopped the second it came into view. She heard the door open. Heard 
feet hit the snow as someone jumped out, coming rapidly closer, and all at once, she realized 
she could recognize Nihlus by his smell. By the way his arms felt around her, and that soft 
trill that made her feel safe; like home. 


The air inside the cabin nearly stung it was so warm. He slid her across the front bench and 
she watched through the windshield as he went back for Vakarian, helping him over and into 
the back. The driver’s side door hung open as she listened to the sounds in the backseat. The 
shifting of supplies, unwrapping gauze, Vakarian’s weak curse as Nihlus must’ve started 
applying first aid to his wound. 


She didn’t turn to see what he was doing to him. Though she felt the occasional jolt, the rock 
of the vehicle as Vakarian arched, hissed, struggled not to fight. 


“Hold still, pup. I know. I’m almost done.” 


Nihlus spoke quietly, firmly, until Vakarian snarled, clawed hand reaching to grab the head of 
her seat, and she saw Nihlus hold up a blue smeared bullet before casting it out through the 
opened back door. Another stim. More wrapping of gauze. Cold disappeared as he kicked the 
back door shut and came to join her in the front. 


He held his hand out to her, one final stim needle in the other. 
“Come here,” he said softly. 


There was blood on the front of his armor—not all of it blue—and the side of his plated face 
had a new scratch on it. She came up on her knees, closer to him, a sight that made him trill, 
pupils flexing as she did. 


“There’s medigel in the medical kit,” he told her, taking her bicep in his large hand and 
uncapping the needle. “I can put it on your burns once we’re somewhere safe.” The sharp 
sting as he stuck the stim in her arm, quickly replaced by the gentle press of the back of his 
talon, rubbing the pain away. 


She looked up at him. His eyes moved to her. For a moment they only looked at each other. 
Just a quiet moment, a silent exchange, acknowledging what’d just happened. What they’d 
just done. Then his hand came to cup the back of her head. 


“You did good,” he said. His left mandible pulled back, just a little, barely noticeable. “But 
don’t you dare ever do that again.” 


Jane made a soft scoff, turning to look over the seat at Vakarian in the back. He wasn’t 
awake. Though his chest was moving, up and down with steady breaths. 


“You kept him alive,” Nihlus rumbled softly. “He’ll go home because of you.” 
The mako rumbled as he shifted it into gear. 

“You should be proud of that.” 

Proud. 

She wasn’t sure what she felt. But whatever it was, it felt...right. 


She rested her head back against the seat as Nihlus drove, heeding his soft, “Don’t go to 
sleep, alright?” when she did. 


Eventually she shifted, moving across the bench to rest her head on his shoulder. He was still 
cold, she could feel it, and he moved his arm to bring it around her, talons coming to stroke 
the side of her hair. 


“Thank you,” she said then. Her voice was low, though she knew he heard her. “For 
everything.” 


The soft purr that followed made it nearly impossible not to fall asleep. 
“Anytime,” he said quietly. 


He didn’t keep them in the trees for long, soon diverting off onto a vast stretch of ice, a place 
she knew would leave fewer tracks. 


A place that also provided more coverage, which became more and more obvious the farther 
they drove into the icy outcrops and growing caverns above the frozen surface. 


“Do you know where we are?” she asked after a while. 
He didn’t look at her, though his entire body seemed to tune at the sound of her voice. 


“Maybe,” he said. “Though that will only matter if we find a way to SOS our location to a 
nearby ship. Once Vakarian’s recovered enough I’11 put him to work with what’s left of the 
asari’s omni-tool. Kid’s pretty good with tech. We’ll see what he can do.” 


He guided the mako down a rocky incline towards an opening in the ice that led deeper into 
some sort of cavern. The area was large, enough to drive through easily, only opening farther 


as they went. 


Eventually he took the vehicle up to a ledge, to an area she assumed he took as a tactical 
position, and cut the engine. 


“This should be far enough in to scramble the mako’s asset tracking. And deep enough no 
aerial fleet could spot our heat signature.” 


She’d assumed correctly. Nihlus, she’d begun to steadily realize, was intimidatingly smart. 
Tactical in his thinking, and quick to do so under pressure. A trait she couldn’t deny she 
found attractive. Particularly in contrast to how adept he seemed in taking command. 
Vakarian had grumbled him a smooth talker more than once. 


She found herself wondering if she would’ve noticed, had they met somewhere else, in a 
better life. Would he have noticed her too? 


He seemed to take her in a moment, like he was noticing the way she looked at him, before 
reaching into the back seat and retrieving the first aid kit. 


Nihlus was gentle as he applied medigel to her wounds. The stim had taken away most of her 
pain, and as he peeled away her jumpsuit, he seemed visibly relieved to see that most of her 
wounds were deep bruising and a few burns. The burns would be easily mended with the 
medigel, though the color of the bruising meant she’d be feeling sore for a while. The mech’s 
explosion had thrown her pretty far. Most of the blood, it turned out, wasn’t hers. 


“You're lucky these aren’t worse,” Nihlus rumbled, green eyes tracking his own talon as it 
rubbed gel on her exposed shoulder. The plates on his face went slack, like the idea of it 
terrified him. “That was a close call, Jane. You shouldn’t—spirits—I know you can’t control 
it. But if something happened...” 


She’d never seen Nihlus struggle for words before. Smooth tongued as the turian always 
seemed to be. 


“Tt got us out of there,” she said, cutting him off before he could try again. “We all took risks 
today. It had to be done.” 


His green eyes moved up to her, now straddled in his lap in the front seat, such a familiar 
position neither realized she’d done it. His gaze was soft as he searched her face. Finally he 
relented with a low whoosh of air. His forehead came forward to rest on her exposed 
shoulder. 


“Jane...” he said softly. 


She heard him give a small inhale, breathing in the smell of her. His hand came to grasp her 
shoulder more fully. It caused the jumpsuit to slip down, exposing her chest. He gave a soft 
trill. His face lifted, came back to hers, and all at once she realized he was searching for 
something. Something she gave him the second he did. 


She leaned over him, hand on the side of his face, and brought her mouth to his, smooth and 
dry, kissing him once, then again, deeper than the first time. His chest rumbled as he sat up in 
the seat, bowing over her. He pressed farther into the gesture. Though she could tell he didn’t 
know what else to do. 


She didn’t care. The closeness of it was enough. It’s what she wanted. To feel close to him. 
To feel the care he took whenever he touched her. His claws slipping through her hair, other 
hand moving, then pausing, until she took it and guided it to her breast. 


He seemed more than willing to touch her there, but obvious that he didn’t know what he was 
doing or how, and the gesture seemed more for her than for him. 


She wondered if she wasn’t the first human he’d touched like that. He was certainly her first 
turian. 


Their mouths parted as he squeezed, making her exhale in a low rush. 

He made a soft, tormented sound, pressing his forehead a little harder to her temple. 
“Jane...I—’ 

There was a noise from the backseat. A low whine. A shift as Vakarian stirred. 
Nihlus had her jumpsuit back on before she could even reach for it. 
“Spirits...Cold.” 


Vakarian’s voice was a quiet rasp. When she gazed behind Nihlus into the backseat she saw 
that his eyes were closed. Though they opened the second she looked. 


Nihlus rumbled. A soft growl. 
Both of the turians were cold. With the engine off it was only getting colder. 


“It’s survivable, pup. We can’t waste the fuel,” he said without turning. His eyes had 
sharpened, refocused onto her with a now familiar look. One that seemed almost... 


She felt his talons come to toy with a strand of hair near her neck, seeming careful not to 
touch her skin. 


There was a low, gravely trill from the backseat. 


“Human,” Vakarian rasped. Her eyes shifted back to him. He said nothing else. Though the 
soft, glassiness to his blue eyes, the way he looked at her, asking without asking, pulled at 
her. So open and vulnerable. Needing. And she had promised him, after all. So had Nihlus. 


“Jane.” 


Nihlus put a hand on her side as she rose up to climb over the front seat into the back. She 
paused, looking down at him, now caged between her arms as she gripped the back of the 


seat with both hands. He opened his mouth as if to speak. Then stopped. Sucked in a breath. 
Released it was a barely audible growl. 


“T can put the seat-back down into the empty cargo space. It’ll be tight back there. But that 
should give you extra...room.” 


His eyes narrowed a little at the final word. She nodded and climbed off of his lap, watching 
him come onto his knees to reach into the back. He had to reach over Vakarian to do it. And 
in the process, she didn’t fail to notice the brief pause where both of them look at each other, 
Nihlus braced over him against the back headrest, Vakarian laid out on the bench, and she 
thought, maybe, she saw the side plate on Vakarian’s face slide back a little as he watched 
him. 


Nihlus’s fringe narrowed a little. Though he was deadly quiet. 


When the seat-back popped down Nihlus lurched forward. She reached to catch him by the 
shoulder, earning her a low trill. He didn’t watch her as she climbed back onto the seat beside 
Vakarian. His green eyes stayed steadily on the other turian, who curled around her eagerly, 
dragging her to him across the seat, back to his chest, expanding and exhaling in a low, gentle 
purr. 


“So warm, human,” Vakarian said hoarsely. 


Nihlus made a quiet huff from the front seat, giving a cocky, humorless little smirk. “Smooth, 
pup,” he said. 


He’d taken to reclining across the front bench, one arm draped on the back of the headrests, 
showcasing the muscle in a way she found hard to ignore. 


There was a brief moment in time where everything was quiet. It didn’t take long for 
Vakarian to drift off. She felt the steady rise and fall of his chest, the occasional flex of his 
arm, wrapped a little more carefully around her waist than the last time. Every so often the air 
would leave him in a soft whine. 


The way he held her was sweet, tentative and unsure. Holding on like she might slip away. 


She wasn’t sure when exactly she’d fallen asleep. When she woke, the cabin was pitch dark. 
Her shoulders ached. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d slept on anything so soft— 
anything besides concrete or metal. 


Through the dark she could see Nihlus in the front. His head now rested on his arm, curled in 
a little, eyes closed. His breath was a pale fog in the dark. Even with Vakarian beside her, it 
was cold enough they were both trembling. So was Nihlus. 


“Hey.” 


Her voice was soft, barely above a whisper. The turian behind her didn’t stir, though Nihlus 
perked immediately. He inhaled, lifting his head from his arm as his green eyes shifted 
blearily onto her. He made a soft trill. 


“You’re cold,” she said. 

Nihlus studied her for a second, eyes soft, before dropping his head back onto his arm. 
“Tl be alright,” he said quietly. 

“Come here.” 


Another pause. She scooted a little tighter into Vakarian’s chest, making the turian purr, 
though he didn’t move. 


Nihlus watched them a moment longer before huffing again, a sound she was beginning to 
think was a sigh, and climbed over the front seat. It was a tight fit. His legs were forced to 

curl in, competing for room with Vakarian’s. Though the warmth of being between both of 
them was an instant reward. 


Nihlus made a pleasant hum, as if feeling it for himself. His talons were in her hair, forehead 
resting on her head in an instant, saying her name softly. It didn’t matter as much that it 
wasn't really hers when he said it. She liked it when he did. 


His trembling stayed until she reached for him, encouraging him closer, until their legs were 
tangled, and her face rested in that soft, warm spot of his neck. His scales were cold. He was 
cold. Too cold. 


Why hadn't he woken her? 


Her hand came up, enough to touch those smooth, dark scales on the side of his throat. His 
trembling stopped. 


"You spend so much time taking care of everybody else," she said softly, "You forget to take 
care of yourself." 


Nihlus was quiet. Noticeably so. After a moment he curled in tighter, arm sliding in just 
above Vakarians, and she felt his smooth, dry mouth press against her forehead. 


It didn’t take her long to drift back into sleep. Fit snuggly between two turians who she knew, 
despite where they had come from, and where they had all been, wouldn’t hurt her. She could 
sleep, she could rest, and she could be safe. 


At least here. At least right now. In this moment, everything was good. 


Chapter End Notes 


Brr, this chapter was cold. Time to turn up the heat >;) 


Instinct 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


“What's your name?” 
The question jolted her awake. 


She inhaled sharply through her nose, hand clutching to the first thing she could reach. Her 
eyes squeezed, blinking away the images in front of her—ones she knew weren’t really there. 


She could see the batarian standing over her. Feel the hands on the side of her head, pulling 
the cloth tight over her face, soaking with cold water. Hear the slide of the hose on the 
concrete as it sprayed. Her feet kicked for air—christ, she couldn t breathe. 


“What's your name, slave?” 
Nothing. 

No one. 

She was no one. 

“Hey.” 


Something touched the back of her head. Fingers in her hair. Deadly and sharp, but soft when 
they stroked. 


“Hey. You’re okay. It’s okay.” 


She knew that voice. Knew that smell as she was pulled in, close to his chest, feeling the 
reverb of his words beneath a low purr. That voice had a name. 


“Nihlus?” 
And she... 
“Jane.” 


Nihlus spoke softly, voice low and quiet, pressing his forehead to hers as he curled around 
her. 


“lve got you. You’re safe.” 


His hand moved down to her back as she pressed herself against him, trembling in the cold. 
Just cold. Not water. Only air. 


“Breathe, Jane. You’re right here. I’ve got you. Just breathe.” 


It was coming to her now. In deep, labored gasps, growing more steady as he spoke, until it 
matched his own. 


“There’s my girl.” 


She took in a deep breath, clutching the front of his chest, bare, now that they’d discarded 
most of their clothes to share heat. The closeness of it was immediate. So much she wanted 
more. To feel here. To feel safe, again, with him, in that way only he could make her feel. 


She craved that closeness. She craved him. 


It was a feeling she’d never felt before. One that didn't make sense; Not here, not like this. 
And it was all too easy to pull herself a little closer. To turn her face up, enough to kiss his 
jaw, just shy of his throat. 


She felt his muscles jump a little. 
Felt his hand come to grip her bicep. 
He was deadly still. 


Her face stayed, buried in and close, and she moved her mouth down, lower, bringing it to the 
side of his throat. There was no describing the sound he made then. Half stifled, deep, and 
needing. 


His hand squeezed. His chin raised, just enough, like he was offering the vulnerable, soft 
scales of his throat to her mouth. 


She could feel his body heat climbing as his breath grew shallow. 
“Jane...” he said. 


She knew the spot was sensitive. Though she didn’t understand why the proximity always 
seemed to drive him so wild. She kissed him there again before letting her mouth part, tongue 
coming to race along the grain of his scales. His taste was metallic, but not unpleasant. 


Nihlus trilled, head falling farther back, as his entire body seemed to tune to the sensation. 
“Jane...wait, that’s—” 


The sound he made must’ve woken Vakarian. She felt him stiffen a little. He rumbled with a 
purr, arm squeezing her waist, as if to test whether or not she was really there, followed by a 
soft inhale at the nape of her neck. 


His purr deepened into a low growl. 
His arm flexed as he dragged her away from Nihlus, closer to him. 


That seemed to trigger something. Something she didn’t understand, but was immediate to 
the two turians. 


Nihlus had made a sound, dark and smooth, and slightly dry. Like a laugh. A sound that 
bordered on mocking. His talons came to rest on her hip and he’d leaned up, just slightly, to 
hover over her, bringing the two male turians close together. Like he was displaying his size 
to both of them. 


She heard Nihlus purr. The sound was less soothing than she was used to. Low and deep. And 
undeniably alluring. Even more so that it was aimed at Vakarian. 


“You can’t stop her from touching me if she wants to, pup.” 

There was an edge to his voice. Cocky and teasing. She felt Vakarian’s chest rumble. 
“T wasn’t,” he shot back. “Just scooting her over. You’re crowding her.” 

“I’m fine,” she assured both of them dryly. 

But the two didn’t let up. It was like an instinct. First nature between the two of them. 


Nihlus’s hand rode up on her waist a little, making her swallow. There was no missing the 
flex of his shoulder muscle, the way his chest expanded as he inhaled, causing Vakarian to 
respond with a low hiss. 


“You know she likes it, pup. You can smell it.” 


His voice made her stomach burn. Dark and sure. Like he knew just how damn good he was 
to look at. He was right. She did like it. 


“Who’s to say?” Vakarian said snidely. “Not everyone’s a fan of Spectre Kryik. Maybe she 
likes being held.” 


His arm flexed around her again, as if to showcase who exactly was holding her. Implying 
what, she didn’t know. Though she did like it. She liked the way he held her. So sweet and 
careful. Like he didn’t want her to slip away. 


Her mind flashed briefly on the image of him, kneeling in front of her, making that low, 
keening whine as he... 


Vakarian trilled, a self-satisfied sound, as if she’d just somehow proven his point. But how 
could they know that? 


Nihlus growled. His pupils were blown, dialed in on her. 


There was a hazy feeling to the way he looked at her. The way his shoulders flexed as he 
dipped down, gently rubbing the side of his face against hers, rumbling, followed by a sniff. 


“Auman.” 


The way he said the word was reverent. As if it held something special, something only 
between them. She felt that same want for closeness spike inside of her. 


“Spirits,” Vakarian rasped. 

His body tensed behind her, as if he sensed it for himself. 
“Nihlus, she’s...” 

“T know,” Nihlus said gruffly. “Don’t you dare move, pup.” 


She felt the turian behind her give a low growl. Nihlus’s green eyes shot to him. His fringe 
narrowed, a deadly look on the turian, head cocking to the side a little before he turned his 
attention back to her. 


He said her name, another private sound, only between them, and his gaze softened. His hand 
slid down her waist towards her outer thigh. The two turians were growing warmer with heat. 
The feeling was obvious against the cold. 


There was something else too, softening the air between them, like a smell she couldn’t 
name. One she wanted more of. 


“Nihlus—” 


God, he was something to look at. All muscle and talons and teeth. The way his eyes tracked 
her, watching, like he wanted to pounce, but wouldn’t. 


He brought his body closer to hers, so warm, teasing her with it. His hand took hers, drawing 
it slowly down the hard leather plate of his stomach, his narrow waist, giving her a deep purr. 
Tantalizing. Displaying himself to her. Offering. 


Her hand moved lower on its own accord. Accepting without hesitation. It slid down, not 
wandering far to feel it, the firm heat of his erection waiting between them. She swallowed at 
the contact. At the way he pushed his leg between hers with another welcoming purr. 


He ran the side of his face along hers before looking past her to Vakarian. There was no 
mistaking the subtle cock of his head. The way his left mandible pulled back. Cocksure and 
lethal. Taunting him. 


He wound his leg around hers, catching her ankle in that bone-like spike on the back of his 
calf. Without warning Nihlus used the leverage to pull her away from Vakarian. The other 
turian snarled. His arm flexed, hand braced on the seat as he came up, rising over her. Nihlus 
made that dry, raspy trill she was beginning to identify as a laugh. Dark and mean. 


“Want to feel her, Vakarian?” 


He trilled, giving a languid thrust up into her hand. It made the muscles of his narrow 
stomach flex in a way that drew her attention. Something that made him purr when he 
noticed. 


“She’s so soft, pup. So warm,” his green eyes were on her, taking her face in his hand, though 
his words were sharply angled at the other turian. “You couldn’t handle it.” 


She felt Vakarian’s chest broaden with the challenge. A challenge for her. 
“Ever seen two turians fight over the same female before?” 


“Nihlus.” Her voice was husky and dry. His entire body seemed to tune, turning his face 
down to her, keening a little as she squeezed his erection in her hand. Her eyes hovered over 
his. 


“Don’t tease him.” 
Not here. So close together. Who knew what would happen. If he wanted to touch... 
“Let him.” 


There was a moment of deadly silence. A low trill from behind her. The way Nihlus looked at 
her, eyes dilating, chest expanding with an inhale. Though there was no denying what it did 
to him when she said it. The ridges of his cock grew more prominent as it stiffened, and more 
of it slipped out from behind the plates between his legs. The base began swelling in size. 

She heard him try, and fail, to swallow a purr. 


It wasn’t the first time. Vakarian had licked her before. She knew he liked it. More than that, 
she liked the way they did it together. The sounds they made. The way they watched each 
other. Touched her. Surrounding her on all sides. It made her feel here, and present. Made her 
feel real. 


And the safest she’d felt since she could remember. 
Both of them so warm. 
Writhing, with her between them... 


Vakarian keened behind her. He gripped her rather recklessly by the waist and pulled her hips 
away from him a little, like he was trying to create space. Like he didn’t want her to feel the 
immediate, intense pressure of his own erection as it slipped out. 


“Human, I...” 


He stammered, like he wanted to apologize. Though he stopped the second Nihlus reached 
between her legs and gripped the turian’s erection for himself. 


The movement shocked her. She felt his body tighten, like he was fighting the urge to thrust 
as Nihlus gave it a slow, assessing stroke. Like Nihlus grabbing him was the most natural 
thing. He gave Vakarian a smooth purr. 


“She smells good, doesn’t she, pup?” 


His voice was dark and low. His other hand came down, gripping hers over his own erection 
with renewed vigor, moving it for her until she made him huff. He was watching her hand 
touch him with a predatory sort of precision. Fascinated. 


“Nihlus.” 


His green eyes flickered up to her. She grabbed that raised area of what must have been his 
collar bone, pulling him towards her. His mouth was already parted. Enough that she could 
push her tongue in when it met hers. There was a low clicking sound. He came up over her, 
trilling as his tongue met hers, then pushed past to enter her mouth. 


The second he was inside his hips began to move, bucking softly against hers as she gripped 
his cock, fucking her hand with a low growl. His movement grew harder when she started to 
suck. 


She could feel Vakarian growing slicker between her thighs, still caught in Nihlus’s 
commanding grip. His chest was rising and falling rapidly. She could hear the shallow sound 
of his breathing. The heat of his body was almost blistering against the cold. 


She squeezed her legs, trying to gain friction from it, but Nihlus was holding it away from 
her. 


That didn’t stop Vakarian from whining and canting his hips against hers from behind. It 
pressed his erection against the apex of her thighs. 


“Spirits, | can feel her heat. She’s like fire.” 


He pulled her back to him a little, causing Nihlus to growl, pushing his tongue to the entrance 
of her throat. Like he could claim her from the inside. The feeling made her ache. 


She opened her legs enough to guide Nihlus in between her thighs, between herself and 
Vakarian, making both of them growl. The head of his cock was now pushing at her entrance. 
A feeling that made her stomach flutter. He was big. She knew it would hurt. 


“Fuck, Jane, tight,” Nihlus cursed, panting and breathless. He pressed himself against her, 
like he was desperately trying to stay still. To not move, not thrust, not push himself all the 
way inside of her, and fuck with the same needy vigor he had her hand. 


“PIl...spirits...P ll hurt you.” 
His free hand went to the side of her face. Before she could speak Vakarian made a soft trill. 
“She’s soft. She can take you. Let me open her.” 


He ran his face along the nape of her neck, and she felt the unmistakable heat of his tongue 
race across her shoulder. She felt Nihlus stiffen, felt his bicep jump as he gripped Vakarian 
between her legs. Vakarian huffed at the sudden tightness. He pressed himself against her 
back, as if to showcase his body, the muscle of his narrow stomach, his broad chest and 
shoulders. She’d seen him fight before. Knew precisely what he could do with that body if he 
wanted to. The fact that he didn’t was alluring. He only waited, offering. 


“She liked it last time,” he rumbled. “I could taste it. So sweet. Burning hot. She wants it 
again, I can smell it. If she’s warm for you it won’t hurt.” 


Those last words...His voice. So smooth. She never knew he could sound like that. It wasn’t 
something she’d heard before. Or maybe she hadn’t noticed until now. 


He wasn’t wrong. She did like it. And she wanted to feel it again. 
How could he possibly know any of this? 


Vakarian buried his face in her hair, bringing them close. His voice was deep and low in her 
ear. 


“Let me warm you, human,” he purred, “So you can take him.” 


“Fuck...” She gripped Nihlus a little tighter, head falling against his chest. It was rising fast, 
sweltering, thrumming with a sound she couldn’t hear. 


She wanted it. But did he? A part of her felt guilty for wondering. 


A part that was quickly silenced as Nihlus trilled, laving his long, hot tongue along the side 
of her neck. Vakarian bristled behind her. Suddenly and strangely quiet. 


“So good, human. You smell so good when you want it.” He moved her hand slowly up his 
cock with an enticing stroke. “Let him taste you. So I can tend to you properly. Show him his 
place.” 


She exhaled in a wavering breath. Her head grew light with his voice, that alluring purr, 
raising the hair on the side of her neck as his breath raced across it. 


“His body is begging for you,” Nihlus said, low in her ear. She felt him stroke the other 
turian’s erection between her legs. “All you have to do 1s tell him. He wants you to tell him. 
Give him your orders, Jane.” 


Vakarian made a soft whine behind her. Heat rushed between her legs as she felt him try to 
move his hips, to press into her, but Nihlus held him tightly. 


“Vakarian.” Her voice was rough, hard. “Your tongue.” Hell, was she really doing this? But 
damn it if she didn’t want him to...“‘Lick.” 


Their movement was immediate. Like all they’d been waiting for was her command. 
Vakarian braced his hand on the interior door and pushed himself down as Nihlus pulled her 
up, gripping her hard by the hips, so she rested against him as she knelt. 


An instant later she felt it. That ungodly, writhing movement of a turian’s tongue running up 
the apex of her thighs. Nihlus’s claws in her hair. Vakarian, beneath her, hands on her 
backside as he pulled, a little rougher than she thought he meant to, down onto his mouth. 


He purred. A zealous sound. Licking softly first, then letting his tongue move on its own— 
long enough, agile enough to do the work. Her knees nearly gave way. Nihlus ran his dry 
mouth along the side of her throat, holding her against him. 


“Spirits, listen to her,” Vakarian rasped, rubbing his cheek along the inside of her thigh. “That 
sound...” 


Nihlus ran the back of his curved talon where she was most sensitive. She sucked in a breath 
through her teeth, tensing in pleasure. 


“Here, pup. She likes it here.” 


Vakarian’s tongue eagerly pushed his talon aside, the pointed tip honing in where he’d 
touched. 


Her head fell forward, reaching down to steady herself, gripping the first thing she could. It 
was intense. The pressure perfect, so warm, so wet, even better with the way Vakarian was 
desperately gripping her waist, scrambling to hold her against his mouth. She felt his hips 
buck up when her hand grabbed and pulled at his fringe. A movement that made Nihlus 
growl. 


The muscle in his arm flexed as he reached behind her, pressing his own firm, slick erection 
against her thigh as he seized the other turian in his hand. 


Vakarian groaned. 
“Fuck, Nihlus, I can’t...too hard... ’m gonna—” 


His head rolled back as Nihlus began stroking in cruel, sharp movements, exposing his throat 
to the cold. 


“Bastard,” he snarled. 


Nihlus didn’t make a sound. He was watching him, green eyes lethal in the dark. “Put your 
tongue inside her. Make her come.” 


Vakarian whined. A sound that made her legs weak, weaker than Nihlus already had. Nihlus 
ducked his head, coming over her, murmuring softly in her ear, “Ride his tongue hard, 
human. No mercy. He’s begging for it.” 


Was he? She could hear low thrums pass between them, undetectable to the translator in her 
ear. Non-verbal signals she realized she was missing. 


His tongue slid up, snaked inside, deep and eager, following the command. Her fingers 
tightened on Vakarian’s fringe, pulling hard. Every nerve in her body stood on end. 


The mako shook as Vakarian arched, narrow waist lifting from the seat, then dropping back. 
His tongue slipped away. 


“Human—" a growl through his teeth. 
“So soft, isn’t she, Vakarian?” 


The turian beneath her was panting, a low, gravely sound, chest heaving as she straddled it. 


“So sweet. Like paya nectar.” 


Nihlus gave a slow thrust, sliding his long, heavy erection to rub between her thighs, the 
ridges pushing Vakarian’s tongue harder against her inside. Against that perfect spot. 


Her head fell back. She moaned, deep in the back of her throat, body tensing, then releasing 
all at once. Heat flooded through her with the sudden climax. 


There was a jolt. 


She heard both turians growl, felt Vakarian clamor, suddenly, trying to claw his way up 
between her and Nihlus. To get to her. But Nihlus was much quicker. 


He pulled her to him, she felt his mandibles slide back, mouth open, and all at once, he bit 
down on the side of her exposed neck. Not hard. But enough to keep her there. Keep them 
together. Not let Vakarian in. If he wanted to separate them he'd have to tear him away; 
literally. And he wouldn't dare. 


The gesture did something to the other turian. Something she didn’t understand, but Nihlus 
seemed to expect. His head rolled back off the seat. His mouth opened. Nihlus tried to pull 
away without letting go. But he couldn’t evade Vakarian’s tongue as it came to slide up the 
underside of his stiff cock, coiling around it with a grip she knew was tight. 


The sight was lewd, lurid, and undeniably hot. The way Vakarian’s throat flexed with his 
head rolled back, tightening with a low trill, tongue working Nihlus in a way that made him 
snarl. He gripped her by the waist as his head suddenly dropped to her shoulder. 


“Fuck—brat!” Nihlus hissed. 


He pulled back, trying to slide his now dripping erection free, only to succumb to pleasure 
and thrust back towards Vakarian’s opened mouth. A dangerous game with the proximity of 
his razor teeth. 


“You think you can—” Nihlus panted, growled “—keep me out, Vakarian? She wants it.” He 
thrust again, enough to test the strength of Vakarian’s tongue. Vakarian purred, only 
tightening in response, coiling in a way that made Nihlus whine. “I won’t deny her.” 


He was gripping desperately to her waist, thrusting enough to rock the mako, and rub the 
slick tip of his firm erection against her. Vakarian continued to purr, snaking his tongue 
tighter. Doing his best to make him come. It only made Nihlus fuck against her harder. She 
collapsed into him as pleasure began to rebuild. 


“Nihlus—’ the rest left her in a hoarse moan. 


“That’s right, Jane. Tell me. Order me to take you.” He snaked his tongue along that same 
spot on her neck, hands sliding up the small of her waist to squeeze. “Make him taste me 
inside of you.” 


It was his voice that did it. The low, rumbling purr, deep and smooth and utterly lethal. It 
punctured something inside of her. Pierced through the haze of pleasure. Made her sharp in a 


way she didn’t know she could be. 


Her hand reached down, seizing Nihlus between her legs, hard enough it made him jump, and 
pulled him, Vakarian’s tongue be damned, to align with her. 


Nihlus trilled. She felt Vakarian release her with one hand to reach down and grip his cock, 
bicep jumping as he began giving it short, aggressive jerks. 


“T want it, Nihlus.” He keened softly when she pulled again, harder. “Now.” 
That was all it took. 


His arm caught her, brought her up, pinned her back against the laid-out seat, and he lowered 
himself between her legs. He was at her entrance, pushing in, a small burn, and his body 
shuddered as the slick head of his cock breached her. 


Nihlus panted. His head dipped, forehead to her shoulder. 


“Spirits...” A soft whine as he pushed a little farther in. “I can barely fit. I don’t know if I can 
—” He braced his forearm just above her head. She saw his bicep torque as he gripped the 
seat. His other hand was still holding her by the hip, pinning her beneath him. 


Vakarian shifted up to curl beside her. She felt the turian’s clawed hand come to glide across 
her stomach. She knew he was watching them closely, watching Nihlus sink inside of her, his 
body tense, though his hand on her was soft. 


“Let me lick her. Let me help her.” 


His voice was far off. Mesmerized. It seemed impossible to say she didn’t feel pain. Though 
the way Nihlus was purring, pushing into her slowly, and the way Vakarian lowered himself 
over her, stroking her thigh as his tongue came to snake back between her legs, certainly 
made it true. All she felt in that moment was them. Pleasure and heat. Command and 
wanting. Safe. 


It made it easy to let go. To do nothing but feel. 


Her back arched as Nihlus pushed himself in deeper before starting to move, to fuck, making 
that soft, pleasing trill. Her hand snaked up the tense muscle of his abdomen, his broad chest, 
flexing with a small huff, a deeper purr, as her fingers brushed his neck. Her other hand 
moved to the back of Vakarian’s head, just beneath his fringe. He keened softly between her 
thighs. 


Her head rolled back. 
“Don’t you dare stop.” 


She wasn’t sure who it was directed toward. Every slide of a tongue, every slow, cruel push 
of hips against hers, was the most perfect feeling she could ever remember. 


A few more thrusts into her and Nihlus made a collapsing whine. 


“Spirits, I can’t—Jane—’ he panted softly, turning his face into the side of her neck. “You 
feel too good...” 


She felt the base of his erection swell as it pushed against her. Something she thought for sure 
wouldn’t fit, and she reached down to grab it with her hand. 


“Nihlus—” 
“Shit, don’t—!” 


Heat rushed through her belly as he reared up, head falling back, baring his throat to the cold 
with a snarl. She felt it fill her until it couldn’t, leaking out, slick and hot between her legs. 
The mako rocked as he thrust, once, twice, before reaching down to grip his hand over hers 
so he didn’t force the last of himself all the way inside of her. 


She felt Vakarian’s tongue come to snake down the crevasse of her thigh, tasting the warmth 
for himself. He shivered. Made a low growl. And she felt more heat rush out to warm the top 
of her thigh where Vakarian was gripping himself. 


“Human,” he whined. 


There was a moment of silence as they all lay there catching their breath. Nihlus hovered 
over her, still braced on his forearm, panting quietly. After a second he dipped low, running 
the side of his face against hers. “Jane...” 


Her eyes were heavy. A fact Nihlus seemed to encourage as he began to stroke her hair. She 
turned her face into the warm crook of his neck. He made no move to pull out of her. 


“Did I hurt you?” he said softly. 
Her eyes flickered open. “Never,” she told him. 


The windows of the mako were covered in a layer of fog. Most of the chill had left the inside, 
and a small amount of sweat had made its way onto her brow. Something Nihlus gave a soft 
sniff before settling in on top of her, curling around enough to leave room for Vakarian to rest 
his head on her stomach, both turians purring to her in the quiet. 


She wasn’t sure what had come over them—or her. Though to the turians, it seemed like the 
most natural thing. And the peaceful feeling it brought wasn’t something she wanted to 
disturb. Though she knew at some point, no matter what, something eventually would. 


No matter how much she wanted to, they couldn’t say here forever. 
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It was the proximity. The closeness. Always near her—her warmth, her smell. That’s what 
he’d decided. 


It made him ache in ways he wasn’t used to. In ways that scared him, and scared him even 
more that he didn’t really care. That all he wanted was more of it. 


It was written all over Nihlus’s face whenever he looked at her. In his posture, the way he 
held himself, body on display, calling her attention. Strangest of all, the human seemed 
responsive to it. 


Those large, multi-colored eyes would linger on his shoulders, on the brief glimpses of his 
throat whenever he showed it to her. A turn of his head. A drop of his shoulders, chin raised 
just slightly when they spoke. Damn, he was good. 


Kryik knew it, too. 


He’d slide a mandible back. Cock his head. Tuck a talon beneath her chin to lift it, let it glide 
down that pale, delicate throat of hers with a low purr. 


Then his green eyes would flicker to him with that cocky, arrogant sort of amusement. 


Garrus hardly got to touch her. Only a few times, if Nihlus was asleep and she wasn’t. He’d 
get to card his talons through her hair, run his cheek along the nape of her soft, warm neck. 
She’d even let him butt his forehead to her temple once, winding her spider-like fingers with 
his talons as they’d rested on her hip. 


It only lasted a second before Nihlus had kneed him in the thigh and dragged her away with a 
sleepy growl. His only win had been the fact she never let go of his hand. 


He got to hold her a few times. Whenever Nihlus needed to leave the mako. He’d pass her 
into his lap, they’d size each other up, then he’d duck out to relieve himself near the rocky 
ledge behind the vehicle. 

“Keep your hands to yourself,” he would grumble. 


Garrus only smirked. Purred a sarcastic and drawn out, “Suuure, Spectre”, and wrapped her 
in his arms to keep her warm. 


It’s how they sat now. Her head rested on his cowl, gazing out through the front of the 
windshield. She was thinking about something. 


“We’re going to run out of fuel,” she said. 


He trilled softly to her. Nihlus had been vigilant with how often they ran the engine. Just 
enough to keep the interior at a survivable temperature for, what he guessed were, the last 
three day-cycles. 


“Not before we get off this rock,” he told her, trying damn hard to make his voice sound sure. 


She made that soft, purring little trill, and the side of her face flexed with what he’d begun to 
learn was tension. 


Unsure of what else to say, he reached down into the floorboard and grabbed one of their few 
remaining water packs. It was still full, though lighter and lighter every time he offered it to 
her. Another thing Nihlus had been vigilant about rationing. Garrus had insisted that humans 
needed more water, which he assumed was true, based on Axia’s inability to keep most of her 
human biotics alive for more than a couple of days. 


He and Nihlus had agreed to share one between them, leaving the other two for her to drink. 
Though, in his desperation to keep her propped up and alive, she’d drank the first in just one 
day. 


Worst of all, he’d bet she needed more than that, too. 


She only took a sip of the one in his hand. A frustrating sight, when he knew she wanted 
more. 


“Come on, Shepard. Just a little more.” 


He only used the name when Nihlus wasn’t near enough to hear. He assumed he wouldn’t 
like it. Though he didn’t know enough about human customs to say why. Nihlus had only 
said the name once with him in earshot. The way he’d said it made it sound important. 


“T should’ve known. A Shepard.” 


Garrus wanted to ask her, but was worried he’d be pushing up against whatever human 
tradition kept it a secret in the first place. He liked the name. 


It made him wonder. If he told her his, would she use it, the way she used Nihlus? 
The idea sent a flutter through his abdomen. 


The feeling grew as he watched her lift the water pack back to her soft mouth and take 
another drink. He didn’t realize he was purring until she reached down to touch the bandage 
on his side. The center was dotted with a circle of blue blood. Though not as much as the 
bandages Nihlus had stuck on him previously. 


“How is it?” 


Her voice was that low, steady murmur he liked so much. He watched her hand smooth the 
gauze tape along either side before his eyes rose to her face. She was studying it with an 
expression that looked stern. 


“Tt’s fine. It doesn’t hurt.” 


It didn’t. Which he didn’t understand. But given how quickly Nihlus had bonded to the 
human, he figured he was on the fast track to a lot of things he didn’t understand. 


Her green eyes rose up to meet his and the world around them grew sharper, more in focus. 


“Just need a few good days in the Citadel clinic and I’Il be back on my feet. Assuming my 
dad lets me rest that long,” he said. 


He’d meant it as a joke. But the second he said it, he realized it wasn’t. 


It felt strange at first. Then, bad. And he realized, that even the mention of his dad filled him 
with...dread. 


Dread at the idea that he might see him again, hell, that his whole family would see him 
again, and not recognize him. Or worse... 


They must have spent the last two years mourning him as dead. And, if he were being honest, 
he was. He was dead. 


Garrus Vakarian had died the second he’d answered that SOS over Mindoir. The second he’d 
crash landed in the middle of nothing but open field and been snatched up by the first slaver 
who reached him. And every day since, every second under Axia’s command, every order 
followed, every fight fought, every life he’d taken—had watched be taken, while he was 
forced to stand there, doing nothing—was only another match on his funeral pyre. 


Garrus Vakarian was dead. And in his place was someone his family, his father, wouldn’t 
recognize. Someone he would hate. 


A part of him, a very large, very strong part of him, hoped that if they did make it back to the 
Citadel, his family wouldn’t be there to see him. 


That they would never know him as anything but dead. And that it stayed that way. 
“Vakarian.” 

He ducked his head, turning his face away from her. 

“You alright?” 

His mandibles pulled tight to his face. 

“Hey.” 


Her dexterous hand tightened on his cowl, commanding his attention, but softly. He 
swallowed a keen. 


“Garrus,” he said quietly. 


When she didn’t answer, he turned his face back to hers. She was closer than he remembered. 
Right there, looking up at him from his lap. He purred a little, legs arching in, drawing her in 
closer to him. 


“My friends, my...family...They call me Garrus.” 


A nervous second was spent in silence. At some point his hand made its way onto her waist, 
thumb across her stomach, talons stroking the small curve of her back. She fit so well with 
him... 


Her large, colorful eyes searched his, like she could learn so much about who he was, 
everything, really, just from looking there. Dead in the eye. 


“Garrus,” she said softly. “Garrus Vakarian.” 
Spirits, that voice. 


She didn’t pull away when he brought his forehead to hers. A fact that made every ounce of 
his blood stand on end, singing with victory. He skimmed down to her temple, to the start of 
her soft, fiery hair. 


“Shepard...” 


It seemed wrong, wishing his family away, when he knew she had nothing to go back to. 
He’d heard Axia laugh about it over drinks with the krogans more than a few times—the 
intimate details she pulled from her mind to make her...to make her hurt, so she would fight. 


He knew more than he wanted to. More than he might ever admit to the human. Though he 
needed her to know something important then, the second he realized it. 


“Human...” Garrus pulled away from her, but only slightly, head bowed just shy of hers. 
“Once we’re out of here, if we...if we make it back, I just want you to know...” 


Look her in the eye, Vakarian. She likes that. 


It was the perfect opportunity to tuck his talon beneath her chin, lift her gaze to his the way 
he’d seen Nihlus do it, and all at once he realized why he did it so often. 


Her face turned pink. Colorful, like a flower. The skin beneath his finger grew hot to the 
touch. Spirits alive... 


“T’ve got your six, Shepard.” His eyes were on hers, honed in and serious. Showing her 
exactly who he was. “No matter what—if you need someone, I’m there,” he said. “I'll look 
out for you.” 


Her eyes did that thing. Glittered like water in the sun on Palaven. She stared at him a second 
before dropping her gaze to her hand, still clutching his cowl. He heard her sniff. Felt her 
body perk as she sat up straight in his lap, returning their faces closer together. He swallowed 
a purr. 


“You want to be my archangel, Garrus?” There was no spirit, above or below, that could help 
him the moment her voice dropped low. The moment she came closer, so close he could feel 
the heat of her mouth over his, the way he’d seen her do to Nihlus right before she... “Why 
don’t you start by getting yourself out of this alive.” 


The mako rocked as the door was flung open from the outside. For a split second he expected 
Nihlus to reach in and haul him out, to throw him, toppling, onto the icy cavern rock. 


Instead he saw the Spectre drop into the front seat, slam the door, and turn on the engine. 
“T smell smoke.” 


Cool and collected. Like it was only a fact. He threw his arm over the back of the front seat 
and shifted the mako into reverse. 


“Smoke?” 


Garrus sat up a little, holding the human by the waist so she wouldn’t fall. The mako swerved 
as Nihlus curved it around in one smooth maneuver and began driving, damn fast, towards 
the tunnel they’d come through. Adrenaline spiked in his blood. 


“Are we going out?” he growled. 
The turian didn’t answer. 
“Spectre Kryik!” 

Nihlus made an irritated click. 


“We’re under a mile of ice and rock. Whatever’s burning has to be big. Close. And I’ll be 
damned if we miss it.” 


An aircraft. 


It was the first thing that jumped to mind. And he could see it all over Nihlus’s face as Garrus 
leaned up into the front seat. The way his green eyes were zeroed in on the path in front of 
him, taking them, at an increasingly frightening speed, towards the small seam of light he 
knew led to the surface. 


A glimmer of rationale clicked on like it had days previous, back to the wall, rifle in hand. 
“How much fuel do we have?” His eyes darted to the gauge. 
“Enough,” Nihlus growled. 


Bullshit. And a bluff. But he wasn’t about to argue with the Spectre when he was in 
overdrive. They had enough to reach the surface, it looked like, and maybe make it back 
across the lake. But not much more. If whatever was burning was any farther than that... 


“Sit back. Strap in. Whatever happens...” he slammed the break and the mako skidded, 
taking a hard turn to avoid a drop off, never once losing composure. “Don’t let the human out 
of your sight.” 


Jane was pushing her arms back through the sleeves of her jumpsuit. He watched her jerk the 
zipper up before handing him something from the floor. A piece of his armor. Spirits, were 
they really doing this? 


He tossed the Spectre’s pistol up to him from the cargo hold. Nihlus had already pulled on his 
armor to leave the vehicle not but sixty seconds ago. Now here they were, driving headfirst 
into what he could only assume would be their next battle. 


Reckless. Quick to think. Always ready for a fight. The Spectre was everything he was 
rumored to be. 


The seam of light ahead was growing bigger in front of them. The mako began to slow, and 
Garrus was at the edge of his seat, hand on the interior door, anticipating the order the second 
it came. 


“Vakarian, scout. Stay hidden and be fast.” 


He brought the vehicle just shy of the surface and Garrus was out before the vehicle had fully 
stopped. 


Cold air hit him like the front end of a freight bus. 


He gasped, gripped the door of the mako, lugged his rifle to his hip, and slammed it shut 
without turning around. 


Every part of him bristled as he forced his body to move—though it damned well didn’t want 
to. Turians weren’t made for this kind of cold. 


He’d underestimated how used to darkness his eyes had grown over the last few days. 
Coming up on daylight hurt like hell. Garrus crouched low near the mouth of the cavern, 
inhaling to test the air. Nihlus was right. It definitely smelled like smoke. 


He brought the scope of the rifle to his left eye and leaned in. Though, he didn’t really need 
it. He could see the source. What he guessed might be half a kilometer off the frozen lake. It 
billowed out above the bare trees—black and thick. 


That was fuel. He’d know the look of it anywhere; seen it, way too close for his liking, after 
his tumble down onto colonist territory in his own aircraft. Though there wasn’t enough 
smoke to signal a full collision. 


Whatever was out there had taken a critical hit—but wasn’t down. 


Garrus braced a talon on the ground and pushed back onto his feet. The human had already 
jumped over to join Nihlus in the front by the time he was back inside. 


They were exchanging a look—one that told him the human wasn’t happy—though neither 
one of them was speaking. 


“It’s a fuel fire,” Garrus rumbled, sliding back onto the rear seat and swinging the door shut. 
“Three kilometers north. High enough whatever’s been hit might still be hovering.” 


“Did you see the craft?” 


He watched the Spectre duck his head, turning to look out through the windshield. There was 
a stiffness in his voice. A serious sound that was almost...grim. 


“T...uh...no. I didn’t.” 

A silent pause. The shift of the mako as Nihlus thrust the gearstick. 
“We should go. Now.” 

Garrus turned his attention to the fuel gauge on the dash. “Spectre...” 


Three kilometers was...a stretch. They’d be traveling out in the open to cross the lake. No 
cover, headfirst into a firefight. They’d be spotted almost immediately. 


To top it all off, there was no guarantee what they were heading toward in the first place. 
“It’s our best bet, pup. If we hesitate, we’ll miss it.” 

Best bet, sure. More like only chance. He knew they couldn’t stay here. 

“Then let’s go.” 


Both of them turned to look at the human. She was gripping the handlebar above the 
passenger door. Her green eyes were on the windshield, on the frozen world just outside their 
haven. And the look in them was utterly, completely and mesmerizingly lethal. 


It scared him. 


And scared him even more that he couldn’t look away—that he liked it so much. That 
anything, anyone could be so beautiful. And that he could want her so much it hurt. 


It made him wonder how the Spectre seemed so cool—even with this. Garrus had never been 
bonded before. It felt...frantic. 


Nihlus made a soft click. A hard sound. Dutiful and full of resolve. 


An order had been given, from his female no less. Something that made every ounce of his 
blood, every instinct and hormone in his body, scream to comply. 


And he did. 


Nihlus hit the accelerator and they were out of the cavern, onto the open ice in less than a 
second. Garrus gripped the headrest in front of him. His talon’s cinched on the rifle at his 


side. The mako swayed as its back tires lost traction on the ice. Nihlus was expert in the way 
he maneuvered, like it was nothing but an intro course in basic, pushing the vehicle fast and 
hard towards the growing column of smoke. 


They’d made it halfway across the ice before the gunfire started. At first it was only a few 
skimmed bullets. Just a shot or two off the mirrors of the mako. A crack on the windshield. 


“Shit.” 


Kryik hit the brake and shifted gears, diverting a shell as it hit the ice, sending a spray of 
water onto the front of the vehicle. 


“T see it!” Garrus dug his talons into the back of the seat as he sat forward over the front 
bench. “Ha! It’s still airborne!” 


“Tt looks weird.” 
Jane braced her hand on the dash and slid forward for a better view. 


“Tt’s turian,” Garrus grumbled, moving his taloned hand onto her shoulder to act as a seatbelt. 
“Military grade.” 


“Not military,” Nihlus said. Garrus cocked his head to look at him. “No markings. The 
artillery is protype—black-market. That’s a Spectre ship.” 


Something stronger than nerves bristled his scales. “Wait, that’s not—” 
“Shit!” 
“Why are we stopping?” 


Garrus felt the mako lurch. He pulled Jane back against the seat to keep her from hitting the 
dash. 


“Out of fuel,” Nihlus growled. 


Garrus shot a glance at the gauge before looking out through the windshield. They were 
several yards or so from the edge of the ice. About half a kilometer from the craft still 
hovering low in the trees. 


The mako rocked as another shell hit the ground, this one launched from the Spectre craft. 
From Arterius s craft, he reminded himself. Quite honestly he wasn’t sure what frightened 
him more. The slavers, or the war-vet with more than a few tons of firepower, whose sole 

concern was getting Nihlus, and likely only Nihlus, out of this alive. 


“Drift to the trees,” Garrus growled. 


“Drifting. Brace, we'll hit the snowbank—” 


His talons dug a little harder into the human as he was thrown forward against the back of the 
seat. Jane cursed. Cold air breached the cabin as Nihlus kicked the door open. A bullet 
ricocheted off the side mirror, kicking up snow on the ground. 


“Garrus—take flank. Jane, stay between us. Don’t stop until we hit the tree line.” 


He took the human, so swift Garrus could only watch her go, inspiration to leap quickly 
from the vehicle and join them out in the cold. 


The world opened around him. 


Another projectile skimmed the roof of the mako. He heard it hit the ground at his feet. He 
cursed. 


“Push forward! Don’t let them advance!” 


Fear didn’t have time to build. He was already running. So was Kryik, Jane between them, 
but not moving as fast. She didn’t have the reach the Spectre did—that he did. 


“Spectre!” 


He didn’t have to tell him. Nihlus already knew. He brought his arm back, reached and 
grabbed the human by the hand with a grip that was almost, a/most, desperate, and kept her 
moving. 


He saw her stumble, curse—“Fuck!”—and grip Nihlus with the same firm resolve. 


Snow sprayed between them as a projectile missed, hit the ground. Nihlus was bleeding. It 
was dripping from his elbow as he brought his rifle up and fired three shots from the side into 
the trees. They were close now. 


The world flashed white with the fire of an artillery shell not far ahead. The sound was 
deafening. When it hit, everything went quiet. 


He could hear his own breathing, the low boom of another missile as it hit the ground, the 
rapid, wild rhythm of his own heart inside his head. 


Jane stumbled again, nearly fell. Too fast. Nihlus was pushing her too fast. The Spectre 
turned his head, just a brief moment, and Garrus could see it on his face. It was only a flash. 
But it was there. Fixed and meant only for her. Worry. Fear. 


She couldn’t keep up. They couldn’t slow down. 
The trees were just ahead. So close. So damn close. 


He saw her as she shoved his hand away. Knew it the second she realized it for herself. A 
wordless command—Go. Leave me behind. 


Like hell. 


Garrus slung his rifle onto his back. More gunfire kicked up snow at their feet. He felt 
something hot graze his thigh. He didn’t slow, didn’t stop, reaching and grabbing her in the 
same stride. She stumbled before he caught her, so light, so easy to lift. He could carry her in 
one arm. 


He could tell by her growl that she hated it. But he didn’t care. He wasn’t going to leave her 
behind. 


He saw Nihlus turn back. Nearly slowing. 
“T got her! Go!” 


They moved faster now. The sounds of gunfire came back into focus. It was loud. Deafening. 
And they were running right towards it. 


A few more yards and they broke past the tree line at full stride. Garrus could see the aircraft 
not but yards ahead now. He followed Nihlus toward a small cluster of broken and leaning 
trees—the best cover they were going to find. 


The second they stopped Jane was kicking, shoving him off of her as her feet met the snow. 
“What were you thinking? You should’ve left me! I can’t slow you down, you have to—” 


Garrus back-stepped as Nihlus growled, pushing him out of the way, coming towards her, 
grip cinched around the rifle at his side. 


“Ton ig eae 


His fringe narrowed, shoulders back, straight and militant as he came to stand over her. He 
could see the anger in his eyes. Anger that was gone the second it came. Replaced by 
something soft and sad. 


“I’m not going to leave you,” he said. Garrus watched him reach forward, place his hand on 
the side of her soft face, holding her gaze. “‘Not ever.” 


“Spectre...” 


Jane was breathing heavy, mouth closed, fists tight at her side. Nihlus didn’t turn to look at 
him. 


“They’re advancing. We have to move.” 


They couldn’t stay here for long. The rapid sound of gunfire was growing louder. Coming 
closer. 


“Nihlus—” 
Kryik turned, dropping his hand to the human’s shoulder, meeting his gaze head on. 


“T know,” he growled. 


His green eyes scouted the trees behind them for a split second. 


“Saren will be on the ground. He wouldn’t miss the chance to gun down a few slavers.” 
There was a boom, so loud it shook the ground. Jane’s head whipped in the direction the shell 
must’ve landed. Nihlus’s attention zeroed in on him. “We make for the ship. If they see us, 
they’Il signal Spectre Arterius. He’ll give them the okay to get us on board.” 


“If they see you,” Garrus shot back. “What happens if we get separated? I doubt Arterius will 
give a damn enough to circle back and pick us up.” 


Nihlus’s talons furled into a fist at his side. He took a step towards him. “I’m not letting 
anyone get left behind.” 


There were footsteps now, just through the trees. Nihlus slipped the magazine from his rifle 
to check the ammo before slapping it back into place. 


“We give them everything we’ve got. They don’t get an inch of our ground. We force our 
way through.” He cocked his head, mandibles pulling tight to his face. “Time to bite back, 
Vakarian. Hard. I don’t give a fuck if you’re ready. You get ready. Check your mag, pop your 
heat sync, and don’t, under any circumstance, life or death reason, let the human out of your 
sight.” 


He didn’t flinch as gunfire hit the trees behind him. 
The Spectre was waiting, watching, demanding. Swear it. 


So he did. Garrus brought the butt of his rifle to his hip and popped his heat sync with one 
hand. “I’ve got her,” he said. 


Damn the fear. The cold. The blood running hot down his spur, soaking through the bandage 
on his side. He was on her six. And ready to bite back. 


“Take point.” 


Nihlus did something he didn’t expect then. His left mandible slid back. He took another step 
towards him, butt him in the shoulder with the side of his fist, voice dropping, smooth and 
low. 


“Let’s see what you’ve got, Vakarian,” he purred. “Try and keep up.” 


His skull-painted face was lethal in the shadows of the trees. Dark and Spectre-trained cool. 
Nihlus spirits-damned Kryik. 


He gave the human a last look, a slow skim of his cheek to hers with a soft trill, followed by 
a command, “Don’t you dare let go,” before taking her hand, and they followed the Spectre 
out into the hail of gunfire. 


He weaved them left, diverting an ambush attempt just outside their cover. Garrus took the 
first two grunts down with a double fire. Nihlus kicked back a grenade and pulled them 


behind the nearest tree to shield Jane from the immediate blast. The second debris had settled 
the human pulsed out a shield and Nihlus ordered them forward. 


It was a strain for her. The beep of her collar, and the immediate streak of blood that wet her 
upper lip told him so—though he could also see it on her face. 


Garrus kept his scope up, picking off the slavers that lay hidden in the trees as they pushed 
through. Blood colored the snow in every direction, growing black with smoke the closer 
they got to the aircraft hovering low above the ground. 


So close now. He could practically feel the heat of the thrusters above them in the air. 


Several bullets skimmed the trees around them. Deflected by the human’s shield. Nihlus was 
quick to push her behind the nearest cover and return fire. 


“Vakarian, three o’clock!” 


He aimed his scope on the dot and sent a few shots through a krogan with a shield—piercing 
through the visor with quick precision. 


The krogan fell to the snow and the shield toppled over him, both unmoving. 
“Shit, pup. Where’d you learn to shoot like that?” Nihlus called over his shoulder. 
“Picked up a few tricks from this Citadel cop I know.” 


His dad had been militant about training him at an early age. More than that, his dad was, and 
continued to be, the best damn shot he’d ever seen. As far as Garrus was concerned, he’d 
learned from the best. 


He brought his scope back around to scout ahead. Just a few more yards and they’d make it 
into the small clearing the craft had made in the trees. Almost there. 


“Incoming! Mako with artillery!” 
Garrus turned in the direction of Kryik’s voice. 


He saw the vehicle coming for them head on. Saw the arm extend as the guns locked and 
loaded. There was a rapid burst of fire. Something ignited under the driver’s side wheel, and 
a boom followed, throwing the mako onto its side with a bright burst of fire. 


Sparks flew. One of the doors flung open, and a batarian jumped out, gun raised, only to be 
hit with two, three, shots and fall dead to the snow. A second later he saw a turian appear 
through the dark smoke. 


His eyes were first—an unnatural, deadly sort of blue. Not just cool but cold. Only followed 
by the stark, pale color of his plates. He could see the scars. The vicious glint of his silver 
mandibles; wounds from a battle his father warned him never to ask about. 


Saren raised his gun, firing shots at a line of shielded krogans advancing towards him. The 
shots were cruel. One to the knee joint to make them fall. To the hand to drop their weapon. 
Then the neck. To bleed. Quick, but not immediate. Intentional. Killing for sport. 


Nihlus saw him the moment Garrus did. He chirped, a commanding whistle that echoed 
through the trees. It signaled Saren’s attention. The Spectre had ducked behind a tree to 
reload, turning his head to the sound when it came. His unnatural eyes found Kryik, zeroed 
in, shifted to Vakarian, then quickly to the human beside him. His fringe narrowed. 


For a second he thought he might come toward them. Then— 
“Nihlus!” 


A bright flash of light. He heard the shriek of a rocket shell. Garrus turned for Jane, reached 
for her, felt her hand in his, only for a second, before they were both thrown back, and she 
slipped away from him entirely. A low pop followed. A hiss. Smoke filled the air. A fog 
grenade. 


Garrus hacked, trying to get his feet under him. 

“Jane!” Nihlus’s voice. Panicked. He couldn’t see her. 

No no no... 

The Spectre couldn’t see her. And neither could Garrus. 

He inhaled, finding nothing but the scent of smoke in the air. Smoke and blood. 
“Spirits—Jane—fuck!” 

He crawled in the direction of Kryik’s voice. Stay low, breathe light. 


He could see the snow beneath his talons. It stung, cold and wet, melting under the heat of 
the fire. There was a scream. Bright and terrifying. Human. 


It cut off the second it started. He started to call to her, but something hard hit his fringe. He 
was thrown down onto the ground, rolled over, brought face to face with a krogan looking 
down at him. 


He saw the metal shield as the krogan lifted it. Heard the sound it made as he swung it down 
—aimed right at his head, only to see the grunt stumble back. Blood sprung from the center 
of his armor. A second later he was down. 


Someone grabbed him by the cowl. In an instant he was being dragged backwards through 
the snow. He reached up to claw, to pull away, only to be met with a deep and cruel, “Bleed 
me and I’ll leave you here to feed the wolves.” 


Saren wasn’t looking at him, head turned back in the direction of the ship, growing larger as 
they approached. Right there. He could smell the fuel. The inner metal of the ramp. 


The human. Where was the human? 


“Get off of me!” he howled, talons digging up snow as he tried to wrench himself free. “Go 
back! She’s still out there—spirits—Shepard!” 


Why wasn’t she answering? Why couldn’t he hear her? 


Snow turned to hot metal as Spectre Arterius dragged him up and onto the ramp of the 
aircraft. He reached back to claw at his arm, only to be met with the butt of a pistol against 
the side of his head. 


The world flashed white. Grew soft. A ringing came—then faded. He shook his head to clear 
away the haze, body limp as he was yanked and thrown onto the tracks of the cargo hold. 


Inside. He was inside the ship. And Jane... 


“Stop...She’s still...” Garrus growled, fighting to roll over, bracing himself on hands and 
knees. The world was still spinning, flickering bright and dim. 


A second passed and he saw another turian half shouldering Nihlus as he dragged him limp 
and bleeding up the ramp. The Spectre didn’t move when he was dropped several feet away. 
The ramp whirred as it began to rise, and every ounce of blood inside of him began to 
scream, to burn, to try and claw its way free of him to get back to her. 


There was a rasp. A low growl. He saw Nihlus roll sideways, coughing blue blood onto the 
metal floor. He was hurt, badly. Burned from the rockets and cut deep from debris. 


The second his eyes shifted onto him, it was like the air had left the room. They zeroed in, 
searched him, then the empty space by his side. The space the human should’ve been. That 
he’d sworn she would be. And wasn’t. 


He saw the Spectre’s fringe narrow. Saw his mandibles slide back, talons unfurl, a look so 
beyond anger, beyond rage, he couldn’t name it. 


He thought for sure Nihlus would lunge for him. That he would lurch, dig his claws into the 
only place they belonged, a place he would gladly offer him as the cargo ramp closed on the 
final seam of light. Straight for the throat. No second chance. No room to say he was sorry. 


Only he didn’t. Instead he saw Nihlus turn his head. His eyes searched and found Saren, 
standing near the keypad to the ramp. 


It was like watching a wild animal. He was on him in a second. Talon’s deep in his shoulder, 
pulling the veteran Spectre down and onto the floor with a hard growl. More than anger. 
More than rage. 


Nihlus reeled back, ready to send the butt of his gun against the keypad. To claw it from the 
wall and release the hatch. 


Instead his gun clattered on the ground as Saren swept his leg and rolled over him, grabbing 
him by the cowl and bringing him up in a swift jerk. Saren's forehead met his hard enough to 


knock Nihlus down and out against the cold floor. 


“Get the doctor! Take him to the medbay. Damn pup’s lost his mind,” Saren growled, 
releasing him with a shove as he came to stand. 


His hard eyes shifted to Garrus and he made a low snarl. 
“Vakarian’s kid too.” 


And that was it. He left them there, in the cargo hold, as the ship lifted off and made distance 
with the ground. Farther and farther. Taking them away from the human. Garrus only stared 
at the ramp. At the blank, empty surface of hard metal, thinking that no one, not even his own 
father, could possibly hate him as much as he hated himself. 


They'd left her. They’d left Jane behind. 


The human was gone. 
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Nihlus wasn’t sure how long he’d been lying there. How long he’d been staring at the ceiling. 
How many drips of the sedative in the IV bag he’d counted. 


There were 72 screws in the medbay walls. Four beds and two chairs—one with a missing 
leg. 


Never once had he closed his eyes. No matter what they’d given him—or how much. 
Jane. 


He jerked at the restraint on his right arm. Something that felt like a reflex now. They’d had 
to strap both down, since he’d only clawed at his left one with his free hand. The resulting 
bandages stayed soaked blue from his repeated pulling on the cuff fastened to the bed rail. 
Nihlus jerked again, trying to slide his feet up, to gain leverage against the restraints on his 
legs, pinning his spurs in a way that ached. 


“Try as hard as you want, pup. It won’t get you anywhere.” 
Nihlus growled. He didn’t turn his head. He didn’t want to look at him. Hated the idea. 
“Fuck you,” he rasped instead. 


Saren clicked, a short, irritated sound. “Look at yourself, Kryik. Look at what they’ ve done to 
you.” He heard him take several steps into the room. “What you’ve done to yourself.” 


Nihlus swallowed, throat raw and sore from the time spent howling to be let out. Howling for 
the human. 


“Youll stay here until I’m certain you won’t harm yourself. You’re not the first turian this 
has happened to. There are doctors, treatments, I know an asari who can—” 


“There’s nothing wrong with me,” he said, low and poised despite the hoarseness to his 
voice. “I’m not the one that left an innocent civilian behind in the middle of a firefight.” 


“That thing is not an innocent civilian,” Saren growled, coming a few paces closer to the bed. 
“T saw it using its biotics with a suppression field on. It’s a war machine. And a human. It 
would risk the integrity of the entire rescue mission to bring it aboard this ship.” 


“She is not an if!” 


Anger spiked. His arm jerked, testing its restraint. Biotic war machine. 


The words stung the second they came. A hurt, for more reason than one. He knew what it 
meant. A fact he wasn’t ready to face. Right now, there was only one thing on his mind. 


Jane. 


He had to get back. He had to find her. Had to see for himself. Would they have left her there, 
where she’d fallen? Would they take her body... 


Pain clawed its way up, a growing feeling that spread over him entirely, swallowing him 
whole. He couldn’t stifle the whine that escaped his throat. 


“Tt isn’t natural. You know that.” Saren’s voice was cold, forceful, like he was trying to 
appeal to his senses, his logic. Something that used to be effective. Only now, it made him 
angry. “Bonding to a human is a mistake. It doesn’t happen on its own—it takes close 
proximity, prolonged exposure. Humans are manipulative, as are their pheromones. You’re 
only feeling what she’s forced you to feel. It isn’t real.” 


Every nerve in his body felt like it was on fire. The first moments he’d been strapped to the 
bed were spent relearning how to breathe. It felt like that again. Nihlus didn’t look at him. He 
couldn’t. Not without every fiber of muscle in his body gearing to reach for him, to fight and 
pull and lash until he could reach for Saren, pull him down onto the bed and drive his talons 


Nihlus turned his head away from the Spectre. From his friend. “Get out,” he growled. 
Saren couldn’t keep him here forever. 

Jane. 

He was going back to her. 

No matter where she was. 


He heard the Spectre make a low hiss as he came to stand over him on the bed. The air 
seemed to tighten. He didn’t have to turn his head to see him—hands clasped behind his 
back, shoulders straight, held with all the pride of a turian who’s seen war and lived to speak 
of it. Though Saren never did. 


“Year °57, post relay incident over a stretch of dead space just outside a high-density asteroid 
belt. Doctors studied the case of a sole survivor discovered in the wreckage of a turian 
spacecraft.” 


Nihlus was quiet. His brain flickered through memories, trying to pull the reference from any 
random lesson he might have learned in basic. But none came. 


“Reports say the soldier had spent precisely 82 days floating through orbit. With no radio 
contact. No comms. Severally wounded from a head on collision with an enemy fleet.” Saren 
paced away, coming to stand at the foot of the bed, though he didn’t face him. Nihlus kept his 
gaze on the wall. “The rescue crew claimed the soldier was alone when they found him. 
Though the turian had resisted all initial attempts at extraction. According to the soldier there 


had been another survivor onboard after the initial crash. A crew member of the enemy’s 
ship. A human.” 


The tightness, the disgust, when he said the word was familiar. 


“Upon recovery doctors reported that the soldier displayed marked symptoms of a pair bond. 
Examination revealed that there had been crude and repeated attempts to mend his wounds. 
Human suture patterns. Archaic splints and gunpowder burns. 82 days under the care of a 
human, an enemy, trying to nurse him back to health.” 


The disgust in his voice only grew. He saw him turn his head out of his peripheral, showing a 
long scar that made its way up beneath his banded fringe. “It was determined by the medical 
staff that the isolation, coupled with the repeated and prolonged exposure, had forced the 
turian to bond with the human. Like a parasite preying on its host. Deadly knowledge in the 
hands of the enemy.” He sensed Saren come to face him head on, standing over the foot of 
the bed. 


“The case was buried after its conclusion. Though nonetheless you should know. What you’re 
feeling isn’t natural. It is human biology doing what it does best. Latching onto the coattails 
of the fittest to survive. Eliciting empathy, care. So we lose our strength to fight.” 


Nihlus’s talons raked the bed sheet, balling the fabric in his fist, feeling his forearm flex 
against the cuff on the bed rail. 


“The human,” his voice was a dry, low rasp. Quiet. Anticipating. “From the enemy fleet. 
What happened to them?” 


Tense silence. He heard the Spectre hiss. Turn and leave the bed. 


“Humans are weak,” Saren growled. “Exposure, hunger, dehydration, these things kill them 
quickly. 82 days is a long time.” He paused by the door briefly before adding, “She never 
should’ ve lasted that long to begin with.” 


His words burned the air as he left. Particularly the last. She. 


Nihlus didn’t know how to let go of the sheets. He stayed like that, eyes glued to the wall, 
using every ounce of strength he had to keep them open. To not put any more distance 
between himself and the human—Ais female. 


What he had done was unforgivable. A breach in promise. A broken oath. He’d sworn to her, 
sworn he would get her out, would look out for her, not leave her behind. 


Nihlus growled, jerking on the cuff around his arm. His back arched a little, putting pressure 
on his fringe in a way that ached, hearing the quickening pace of the heart monitor beside the 
bed. 


He had to get out of here. 


Had to find her. 


Do something, Kryik. 
But there was nothing to be done. 
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It was dark by the time he heard the door open again. One of the doctors had come by to give 
him food, which he’d refused, then managed to send flying against the wall when pressed. An 
action that earned him even more sedative and a second IV in his hand. 


Still he didn’t close his eyes. 


He wasn’t sure how much time passed after that. Too long. Eventually the door slid open 
again and he heard someone come to stop in the doorway. 


A small flutter of something sweet tinged the air. A stray scent. A small, clinging breath of 
what he ached for so badly. Jane. Nihlus turned his head to see Garrus standing just inside the 
room, watching him. 


He made a soft, almost inaudible huff. 
“T can...spirits, I can smell her on you,” Garrus said quietly. 


Nihlus growled softly—more relief than anger. He jerked his arm to pull against the restraint 
on the bed. 


“Vakarian, good. Get this shit off of me. We need to go.” 
The pup took a half step forward. His blue eyes were steady on him. Like he was unsure. 


“T...uh...I1’m not suppose to be in here,” Vakarian said. He cast a look behind him at the 
mention. 


“Spirits are you joking? Let me up!” 

He yanked at the cuff on his right arm, an irritated trill building in his subvocals. 
“You're hurt pretty bad, Spectre. They said you’ll make it worse if I uncuff you.” 
Nihlus hissed, lifting his head to look down at himself. 

Oh, right. That. 


He’d had shrapnel lodged in his abdomen when they’d first thrown him on the bed. He 
couldn’t feel it, though the bandage over it now was large and soaked through with his blood. 
His left arm looked burned whenever he saw it. But he could stand. He could walk. It wasn’t 
enough to stop him from steering an evac shuttle back the way they’d come. 


Nihlus growled, letting his head fall back onto the bed. 


“We can’t leave her there," he said. "I have to go back. She shouldn’t be left there alone.” 


“Don’t say that like she’s dead. You don’t know that.” 
Vakarian’s voice was hard. Surprisingly so. He took a few more paces into the room. 


“What are we supposed to do? Go back in and get ourselves killed trying to find her?” He 
pointed a talon at the ground, a sharp gesture. ““We’re the only ones that know she’s down 
there. The only ones who...” he turned his head away, “Who even know to bring her back. 
What if she’s alive? We need help, Nihlus. We can’t help her if we’re dead.” 


His subvocals whined with the final word. Followed by an irritated click, angry at himself for 
losing composure. Nihlus stared up at the ceiling. 


“She’s alone,” he said finally. “I swore to her. I swore that I’d look out for her.” 
Failure. You fucking failure. 

“What would your father think, Nihlus? He’d be so disappointed in you.” 

He snarled, yanked hard at his restraints. 

“Tt’s my fault. I left her there! I did this, I—” 

“Saren did this,” Garrus said sharply. “And I can prove it.” 

Nihlus turned his head to look at Vakarian. His voice dropped low, poised and still. 
“Prove what?” 


Garrus watched him closely again. Like he was trying to predict what Nihlus would do next. 
Finally he huffed, ducked his head. Then all at once forced himself to stand straight. A 
militant posture he’d no doubt learned from his short time in basic. 


“Fog grenades,” he said. 
Nihlus clicked in irritation. “What?” 
His steel gaze shifted back to him, meeting his head on. 


“Fog grenades,” he said with more push. “Someone threw one after the rocket hit. After I got 
out of the medbay I saw Saren on his way to the lower deck. He had three clips but only two 
canisters. The third had a pulled pin.” 


Nihlus was quiet for a second, thinking. 
“There are a lot of reasons why Saren would throw a fog grenade.” 


Though throwing one at the party he was trying to rescue seemed counterintuitive. It gave 
them cover, but left them blind. So he couldn’t see...couldn’t see the human. 


Nihlus growled. 


“What am I supposed to do with that information?” he rasped. 


His throat ached. It was dry and sore. Though it was the sound of it that told him that. Not the 
pain. All he could feel was the fire in his blood. Screaming at him to go back to her. 


“That’s...that’s not all,” Garrus said hesitantly. “When I was tunneling through the comms in 
Axia’s security room, I saw something. Something bad.” 


Nihlus said nothing this time, only waiting. 


“When I reached your private server I saw that Axia already had some of your personal 
addresses in her system. Meaning she’d been in communication with several of your contacts 
before....Saren’s included.” 


A biotic war machine. 

That’s what he’d called Jane. But how could he have seen that? 

How could he have known if he’d thrown the fog grenade? 

If Garrus hadn’t managed to send the SOS—how had Saren found them so fast? 
Nihlus hissed. Turned his head away. 


Saren Arterius was a lot of things. Plenty of them cruel. Some even frightening. But a traitor? 
The Spectre he knew had honor. Loyalty. He was his friend. Spirits, he wouldn’t just— 


“There’s more.” 
Nihlus bristled. He heard Vakarian come towards him. 


“T kept wondering how I must’ve flagged Axia’s firewall. I was so careful. It would’ve been 
damn near impossible. Unless someone was watching your account specifically from the 
outside.” 


When he looked over at him, he saw that he was holding something. An omni-tool. Garrus 
gazed down at it a moment before holding it out so he could see the screen. 


“T’m...spirits, I’m just sorry. I wish I didn’t have to show you this.” 


He recognized the device when he showed it to him. The asari’s omni-tool. Taken off of 
Jane’s deceased handler. Vakarian must’ve hacked through onto her personal files. On screen 
he could see one of them was opened. A logged message. Short. Recognizably so. 


Though it was the address his eyes went to, and stayed on, the second he saw it. 
You have a breach. Take care of it. 


A message sent from the Spectre’s private server. From Saren Arterius himself. 


“Maybe he was, spirits, I don’t know, maybe he was monitoring your account to look for you. 
But then why would he warn her once he thought you were on?” 


“Not looking for me.” Nihlus’s eyes roamed to the wall behind him. To the dark beyond the 
opened medbay door. ...Ambushed the moment he’d breached the warehouse. Almost like 
they’d been expecting him. “He was making sure no one else was.” 


It was like something in him clicked off. 


The fire in his blood turned cold. Thoughts and feelings faded into numbness. He was still 
staring at the wall when Garrus spoke again. 


“But why?” 
Soft. Empathetic. A world away from what he’d expect from Castis Vakarian’s kid. 


“Fuck!” A jerk on his leg restraint as he tried to curl inward. To wrap himself around the 
blankets on top of him, and pretend they were warm, something living. Pretend they were 
her. “Let me out.” 


The words were mostly air that time. He was aware how weak they sounded—how worn and 
tired. The numbness was worse than the fire. 


Vakarian made a quiet trill. A sound much kinder than he’d expect from a Vakarian. 


“You'll hurt yourself,” he said. He saw his blue eyes flicker to the bandages on his left wrist, 
where Nihlus had clawed when they’d first strapped him to the bed. He would’ve torn the 
damned thing off if it meant getting free. 


Garrus made a low huff and ducked his head, glancing toward the door behind him. Seeing 
no one he came over to the bed. 


It surprised him when Garrus sat. He pivoted the chair beside the rail and plopped down. The 
scent of the human wafted up. Faint but there. Nihlus keened. 


“Vakarian... You—” 
“T know,” he rumbled. 


He slung an arm up onto the bed beside him. A movement that rewarded him with more of 
her. 


“So do you.” 


The last words were barely audible. Nihlus felt his arm relax on the rail. He turned to gaze up 
at the ceiling. A second later he felt Garrus rest his head on his arm and give Nihlus's 
shoulder a light sniff. A low purr followed. 


It made his muscles relax in a way he’d been fighting. 


He didn’t close his eyes. 
But then again, neither did Garrus. 
After a few minutes of silence he spoke again. 


“T’m going to find out. Whatever Spectre Arterius did...I’m going to find out why. You’re... 
you’re his friend. He wouldn’t just betray you for nothing.” 


Nihlus didn’t speak. As far as he was concerned, the moment Saren left Jane on that frozen 
wasteland of a planet, whatever friendship they’d had was done. 


His friend, his mentor, the only family Nihlus had for the past five years, had betrayed him. 
There was no use keening about it. 


The only thing left for Nihlus to do, was find a way to get his human back. 
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It was dark here. 

She could hear the low hum of the ship beneath her. But nothing else. 
At least it was warm. 

Hot even. 


She hadn’t been removed of her jumpsuit, though it was stained red and torn above the elbow 
on one side. Her only other relief came from the fact she wasn’t in a cage this time. 


Her collar had been swapped for something tighter. One with a hook around the back, and she 
could feel the weight of the chain fastened to it, though she didn’t test it. 


It wouldn’t matter if she did. 
She didn’t know where she was, or how she’d gotten there. 


The last thing she remembered was Nihlus. He’d whistled—but at what? Then a bright flash. 
A plume of fog. The sound of Nihlus howling her name. Something terrifying, coming right 
toward her, pressing her face down against the wet snow. She’d screamed when she saw it. 
Then—darkness. 


When she woke, she was here. And she stayed here, for what must’ve been hours. Maybe a 
day. She knew better than to make noise. To call for help, or ask for water. If it was a batarian 
ship, they’d bring it to her soon. If not—maybe this would end quick. 


At least they’d made it. Nihlus. Garrus. They’d been so close to the ship. There was no 
reason, no excuse, for them not to have made it. To be anything but far away from her, going 
home. To their families. Their friends. 


It was the closest thing she’d felt to happiness since sleeping so close to Nihlus. The idea that 
he made it out...that both turians were free; It was enough for her. 


More time passed in silence. She zipped her jumpsuit down to expose her neck to the air, 
hoping to relieve some of the heat, though it did little to help. Someone must’ve given her 
medigel and stims while she was out. Her body was sore, but she wasn’t bleeding. 


After a while she heard a sliding sound and something heavy hit the ground. She saw a pouch 
shape land a few yards away. Was that a door? 


She crawled a little closer through the dark. The chain made a sliding sound across the floor 
behind her. Too loud. 


For a second she waited—seeing if the door would open. When it didn’t she reached forward 
and snatched the pouch for herself. 


Water. 


It was hard not to drink the whole thing. She knew it would be best to ration it. Fortunately, 
the time spent in the mako had left her fairly hydrated. Vakarian—Garrus—had made sure of 
it, and then some. 


She settled for a third of the pouch before twisting the cap back on and retreating to her 
corer of the room. 


Food, water, and latrine space. Those were her priorities now. She was grateful for the dark. 
At least she wouldn’t have to see whatever it was the batarians decided to do with her. If she 
was lucky one of the grunts might take pity on her and bring games to play with her in their 
free time—extra snacks if she didn’t bite. Though from experience she knew most of the time 
in between would be spent sleeping. They’d give her downers when they wanted her down. 
And uppers when they wanted her up. Though hopefully none of that red, sand-like substance 
Axia was so fond of giving her. 


Just the memory made her stomach turn. 


She slid down against the wall and reclined her head back to look at what she figured must be 
the ceiling. It surprised her, how warm it was in the cabin. Most batarians were sensitive to 
the heat. They didn’t like it any more than humans did. 


For a time she sat alone in silence. She’d nearly let her eyes drift shut, before becoming 
vaguely aware of a sound. The hiss of hydraulics decompressing. A rapid beep as a lock 
disengaging. Then the slide of a door opening in front of her. 


A long minute of silence followed. 
She felt eyes on her. But nothing else. 
Finally the sound of footsteps approached in the dark. 


Her eyes strained, adjusted enough to see the vague details of who, or what, was coming 
toward her. Panic flickered—Jesus. what was that?—and she pressed back against wall. 


Its eyes were unnatural. The side of its face was hard, streaked in silver, like gun metal in the 
dark. Tall. Very tall. Part machine, part...oh fuck. Turians were big. 


This one wasn’t as tall as Nihlus. Though he held himself like he was. And the muscle on his 
non-mechanical arm, on the parts of his torso she could see beneath his shirt, warned her he 


was just as dangerous. Dangerous, and very apparently hostile. 


He didn’t pause, coming toward her at full stride, making her scramble to her feet with some 
hidden instinct she didn’t know was there. She had nowhere to go. 


She stumbled back, face turning away when he reached for her. 
Something grabbed her arm. A grip that crushed, shoving her hard against the wall. 


He was close. Close enough now she could feel his breath on the top of her hair. The sound 
of it was quick. Growing faster in what she could only guess was anger. 


She didn’t dare move. 
There and gone. 


All at once the painful grip of his hand fell away. The fast pace of his breath slowed, grew 
softer, and she felt something, a talon, slide up her arm and through the ends of her hair. A 
touch so light it was almost a ghost. 


“Hannah...” 

Soft. Tired. Close. 

A growl followed. 

Before she had time to react, his hand was on her throat. 


His grip was hard, punishing, squeezing with every intent to crush. She reached weakly with 
one hand to grip his arm. Felt the muscle jump at the sudden contact. Without warning she 
was thrown sideways onto the floor. 


All she could think to do was be still. To let the turian force her down onto her stomach with 
his boot before dropping to his knees behind her. 


He was on top of her in a second. She felt a brief flicker of panic, followed by that sudden, 
muted feeling of calm. He was going to hurt her. And she couldn’t stop it. 


His hand slammed beside her on the floor. She felt the muscles of his other arm flex as it 
snaked around her waist, pulling her to him. The turian’s breath was nearly a growl in the 
back of his throat. 


Once he had her there he didn’t move. Only held her, so tight it hurt, panting against the nape 
of her neck. Like he was trying to prove that he could. Showing dominance. 


A second later he let her go with a shove. 
“You humans need to learn your place,” he said. 


She heard his footsteps trail away from her towards the door. 


“You’re in the quarantine cabin at the bottom of the ship. No one can hear you down here. So 
don’t even try.” 


The slide of the door followed. She stayed, one hand braced on the floor, panting softly as he 
left. Her mind scrambled to make sense of what had just happened. He'd touched her—but 
only barely. 


At the bottom of the ship. 


Was he keeping her away from the others? Maybe the turian didn’t want to share. She knew 
the males seemed to be aggressive when it came to that. Maybe he wanted to keep her hidden 
because she was human. 


A large part of her tried to say it didn’t matter. That the only thing she could do was curl up 
on the floor and wait for him to come back. But there was another part of her, quiet, hidden in 
the darker parts of her mind, that wanted to find out. 


That wanted a reason to push forward. To fight. 
She had Nihlus to thank for that. 
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She must’ve been asleep for several hours by the time the door opened again. Something 
metal slid across the floor. Almost immediately the smell of food filled the air. Warm food. 


Something she hadn’t had in...maybe a year. 
Without pause she crawled toward the tray several feet from the door. 
“Why do you do that? It’s pathetic.” 


The voice was low and sharp. She couldn’t see him in the dark. Though she knew 
immediately he was watching her. 


“Have some pride and stand on your feet.” 


For a moment she did nothing. Her body was frozen, unsure if she should speak—was this a 
trick? 


“T can’t see. It’s too dark.” 


She braced herself, sure speaking out of turn would earn her something unpleasant. And she 
was right. There was hushed growl. The sound of approaching footsteps. All at once a 
taloned hand seized the back of her neck. The grip was commanding. Dominant. But didn’t 
choke. 


She was lifted easily and yanked upright onto her feet. 


“T don’t care if you’re blind. Keep your dignity. Walk.” 


She was shoved forward on the last word, causing her to stumble. Her instincts told her to be 
still. But she knew that would only earn her another shove. 


Her other senses were helpful. Taking small steps to feel ahead with her foot. When she was 
closer to the food the smell was stronger. A few more steps and she felt the edge of the tray 
against her toe. She stood for a second, unsure of what he wanted her to do, before he 
growled out a rough, “Eat”, and she knelt to comply. 


The turian didn’t say anything then. He just watched her from the dark as she ate. The food 
was good. Surprisingly so. Like it was freshly made. She could barely make it through half 
the tray before her stomach was too full for more. 


“Finish your food.” 

A commanding voice from the dark. 

She lowered her head to stare in the direction of the floor. 
“Tm full.” 


A tense, terrifying moment of silence. He made no noise when he grabbed her this time. 
Talons in her hair, jerking her head back. She bit down a whimper. 


“You didn’t finish your water either.” She could hear the thrumming snarl of his vocal cords 
over the translator in her ear. “Don’t think you can starve yourself. Death as escape will not 
be an option for you. Don’t be a coward. And keep your head up when you speak.” 


He gave her hair another firm pull, as if to prove his point. 


It was the irrationality of it, the direct opposite of everything she’d been taught before—keep 
your head down, dont speak, you’re lucky to get scraps, human. She didn’t understand what 
he wanted. It was like a momentary scramble of her brain. Silencing the loud voice, and 
making the soft one scream. 


Her hand flew up and gripped the turian’s talons in her hair with a growl, like she could 
possibly pull him off her. 


“T’m trying to ration it,” she snarled. “Unless you plan on giving me more than half a day’s 
worth.” 


Fear sparked the second it came out. A cold silence followed. Another moment passed and 
she was shoved forward, narrowly missing the tray in front of her. 


“What do you know,” the turian rumbled. She heard his footsteps come to pace in front of 
her. “It barks.” 


He was walking away from her now. She could hear his footsteps growing closer to the door. 


“T’1l be back in one hour. That tray had better be empty when I am.” 


The door opened and shut, leaving her, once again, alone in the dark. 


38 2K 


He’d been dropping water pouches into her room more than necessary. To the point she 
thought he was being malicious in his compliance. Was he mocking her with it? 


Either way, she was able to drink as much as she wanted, and then some, whenever he’d 
return with food, and make her drink more. 


Judging by the number of meals he brought her, she was coming up on her third day in this 
weird, hidden cell. Each time the turian came and went she was left with the increasing 
curiosity of what exactly he planned to do with her. 


He was feeding her well. Giving her enough water. Though he was rough whenever he 
touched her. And nothing but hostile in the way he spoke. Other times he seemed to keep his 
distance entirely. On one occasion she’d accidentally touched him while passing off an empty 
pouch, and he’d quickly recoiled. 


After some time her eyes had begun to adjust to the dark. She couldn’t see all of him. Though 
she could see more than just the strange color of his eyes. It became clear to her that he was 
using the darkness to his advantage. Only showing parts of himself to her, how and when he 
wanted. Likely so she wouldn’t learn his face. Though...it wasn’t one she’d easily forget. 


He scared her. She hated to admit it, but he did. This turian was more than just talons and 
teeth. He had metal implants. Mechanical replacements. Things that would make him more 
than strong. But deadly if provoked. 


She spent most of her time sleeping. Something he didn’t try to train her from. The next time 
she woke she found the chain had been unhooked from the back of her collar. She didn’t hear 
him in the room. Though she knew he was watching her. There was a moment of silence, 
followed by an irritated click—a fact she’d learned from hearing Nihlus do it. Her heart gave 
a painful squeeze at the reminder. 


“There s my girl.” 
“Get up.” 


She wondered if Nihlus would think about her. At home. With his family, his friends. She 
hoped he would. Him and Garrus. The only ones alive that knew her face. That knew she 
existed at all. Even if it was just once. Just one more time, now or later, much later. She 
hoped he’d think of her again. Someone had to remember her. Was she even real if there was 
no one left to think of her at all? 


Slowly she rose to her feet. 
“Stop that.” 


She straightened a little at the sudden command. 


“Stop what?” 


The tone of her voice surprised her. It was hard. Just as biting as the turian’s, watching her 
from the shadows. 


“Your biological manipulation. It’s sick. I can smell your endorphins, human. You’re not 
going to trick me with your tears.” 


Manipulation? 


She frowned, taking a half step forward in the dark, unwilling to let the tears that burned her 
eyes spill over. 


“What do you want from me?” 


Why was he keeping her here? All he did was feed her and watch her sleep. She could feel 
him in here with her every time she woke. 


Maybe he’d stolen her. It would explain keeping her down here like she was contraband. But 
for what? 


She heard the turian growl. Heard him pace parallel to her, and her eyes tracked the weak 
outline of him in the dark. His head was turned away, raised and faced ahead, clawed hands 
clasped behind his back. Proud. The one thing she’d gathered about him from the start. This 
turian was proud. 


“T paid a high price for you, human,” he said. “I can want whatever I want from you. Do 
whatever I please to you. I’d encourage you to remember that.” 


“You paid a high price to keep me locked in the bottom of a ship?” 


Heat rose to her face. Words were coming up, coming out of her that she couldn’t stop. Like 
whatever survival instincts she’d used before had left the moment Nihlus did. He could hurt 
her—Christ—maim her, beat her, cut out her tongue. But the words were coming. And she 
couldn’t stop them. What was wrong with her? 


“You don’t even use me. Why buy a slave if you don’t want to—” 


It was all she could say before he came toward her. She heard him growl. Saw him disappear 
into the dark as he approached. A second later his arm was barred across her chest. Her head 
knocked the wall as he pushed, pinned her there, looming over her in the shadows. 


“Pathetic!” There was rage in his voice. An utterly terrifying sound. “You shame your own 
mother, speaking like that.” The words stung. Brought the image of her mother, still and cold 
on the floor. The sound of gunfire. But how could he know that? She made a rasp as his arm 
pressed harder across her chest. He was in her face now, right there, thrumming with anger. 
“You would call yourself a slave? Have an ounce of pride, human.” He said the word like a 
slur, filled with contempt. “Don’t ever let someone else decide for you what you are.” 


She tried to turn her face away, but he grabbed it, bringing it back to him. His voice was a 
low rumble, lethally still. 


“T won’t hear that word come out of your mouth again.” 


She felt tears spill out onto her cheeks. For a moment neither of them said anything. His 
breath was close to hers, mingling in the dark. He squeezed her jaw in his talons. 


All at once the door behind him opened and light flooded the room. She saw a brief flash of 
his face—silver metal and white plates, streaked dark like ash on snow—before he growled 
and quickly turned away from her. 


His shoulders squared, eased back as he came to face the door. He stood like a solider, she 
thought, like someone more important than a soldier, an idea confirmed when another turian 
entered the room and promptly saluted him. 


“Not a word of this to anyone else, I swear it,” the stranger said as they did. 


The turian standing in front of her only rumbled. He didn’t turn to watch the stranger as they 
came toward her—another male turian, by the looks of him—keeping his face hidden from 
her in the light. 


The other turian was carrying a bag, stamped on the side with what she recognized as the 
universal symbol for first aid. A doctor? 


Her eyes flashed back to the turian turned away from her. 

Oh. 

“Wait...” 

“At ease, human,” the doctor told her. “This will only sting for a moment.” 


Likely an upper—if it was going to hurt. Maybe the turian soldier wanted her to struggle 
when he... 


Her biotics flared, met with a whine on her collar, and something hard zapped the side of her 
throat. The world spun, like it had knocked her off balance. Shit, what was he holding? 


Her hand braced against the wall behind her. The other went out in front of her, like she could 
possibly stop him from coming. 


“Don’t.” 


She saw the turian with his back turned bristle. His clasped talons furled a little tighter into 
fists. The doctor in front of her brought up a metal, gun-like device. Was that a needle? 


He grabbed a fistful of her hair to hold her head still and pulled it to the side. She hissed at 
the awkward crane of her neck. The other turian growled. A warning sound. She saw his 
head duck, turn to the side, just enough to see the profile of his fringe against the light. 


“Apologies,” the doctor said quickly. As if the warning had been for him. Not her. 
“Make it quick,” the turian rumbled. 
She felt the doctor bring the device just behind her ear. 


“T’ve never done this on a human before. Only studied it,” the doctor said, almost amused, 
“This will be—” 


There was a pop. A bright sting. Followed by a ringing sound. She felt the doctor’s talon 
come to scrape the translator from her ear. The seconds that followed were silent. Brief panic 
rose. Why couldn’t she hear? 


There was a hand on her shoulder. One that quickly retreated as she heard a low, lingering 
growl. 


“Apologies!” The doctor yanked his hand back and took two paces away. “Can you hear me 
now?” 


The stranger’s voice was markedly clearer. She reached up, touching the place where the 
needle had pressed. 


“Confirmation is required. Otherwise more invasive measures will be taken,” the doctor said 
more firmly. 


Her eyes shifted to him. She nodded. 


“Good. A more permanent solution to that archaic device in your ear hole. Shocking that 
your species doesn’t implant their young from birth. Now you can—" 


There was a chuff from the turian standing with his back turned. “You have my gratitude.” 
Spoken rough enough she wasn’t sure if it was genuine. “Run a double cycle on the 
decontamination chamber when you leave. I don’t need anyone smelling her on you.” 


The doctor saluted him again without question. An obvious suggestion to exit. She watched 
the turian disappear in front of her as the door shut and light vanished. Then there was only 
darkness. 


She wasn’t sure exactly when he’d approached her. Several seconds passed and she felt the 
back of a rough, curved talon stroke behind her ear. The turian rumbled. 


“Good.” 

She felt him back away from her. 

“With a little training and few more implants, you might actually be of some use to me.” 
His words were hard, clearly mocking her. 


“Implants?” Fear sparked. Implants like his? Christ, was he— 


She didn’t have a chance to finish the thought. Without warning the turian grabbed her by the 
back of the neck and threw her forward onto the floor. 


She barely had time to catch herself. Her bare palms stung the metal as she hit the ground. 
Before she could push herself up, the turian sent the heel of his boot against her back. It 
knocked her down again, leaving her wheezing for air. 


“Now. [ll give you the chance, human.” The turian began circling around her in the dark. 
She couldn’t see him. Only hear the sound of his footsteps, and the vague, thrumming sound, 
like a barely audible growl. “I'll let you decide for yourself, what you truly are.” 


She gasped as he kicked her in the side, knocking her down onto the floor again in an instant. 
“Are you a slave, human?” 
Another kick. The vague taste of bile filled her mouth. 


“Or will you stand on your feet?” His boot lifted, came to press against the side of her face, 
pinning it to the floor. “And bite back?” 


Her biotics flared. Only for her collar to click and zap her hard against the side of the throat, 
making the room spin. Her legs curled in. 


Bite back. 


Something she’d heard Nihlus say. Something she knew Nihlus would do, if he were lying 
here instead of her. 


“Decide!” the turian snarled. “Are you as pathetic as I think you are?” His boot pressed 
harder, like he was putting a cigarette out in the mud. 


Christ, could he kill her like this? It felt like it. Pushing him off of her was impossible. Not 
without her biotics. He was so much bigger than her—stronger than her, how did he expect 
her to— 


“Damn the odds, human—this is about pride! About dignity! Every one of us dies. You can 
either fight and die free—” she sucked in a breath as he leaned his weight into her—fuck! 
—“Or be a slave. And die on the floor. Weak. With no fire. No honor, even for yourself!” 


Fire. 


It flashed, a memory. The smell of smoke. The pressure of Axia’s hand on her forehead and 
the burn of sand in her nose. 


She felt her body go momentarily slack. Her eyes rolled up. And the hard snap of the collar, 
yanking her back into awareness—not letting her go. 


“There s my girl.” 


She was here. Right here. 


“Bite back. Hard.” 


She reached for the only thing she knew would hurt. That thin, bone-like spike on the back of 
his leg. The turian snarled the second she gripped it and twisted—hard. 


He moved to jerk his leg away, just enough, and she was able to sit up, to reach even higher, 
to a place she’d learned from Nihlus would hurt even more. 


Her hand came up to grip the turian’s side, digging her fingers into those smooth, exposed 
scales. The turian snarled. His hand came out like a whip. It was scary how little effort it took 
for him to lift her. To yank her up, and send her down again against the metal floor. Before 
she could move he caught her leg in that same, spur-like appendage. The movement was easy 
for him. Like he’d done it a thousand times. And he probably had. 


He was on top of her in a second. She didn’t know when he’d snared her other leg. He was 
too fast, too frighteningly able to drag her beneath him, pinning her there, hand to her throat. 
The other hit the floor beside her head. Metal shrieked as his talons dug across the surface. 
He snarled—more than snarled—a violent, terrifying roar, enough to make her blood spike, 
every nerve stand on end, his teeth bared and open against the side of her face. 


The sound dropped off into sudden silence. His breath burned across her face like a flame. 
She could hear him panting, though it didn’t seem to be from exertion. His hand squeezed a 
little tighter around her throat. Enough to make her next breath a rasp. The heat of his palm 
was blistering, like his scales were hot. 


For a second he stayed like that, chest heaving, hovered over her in the dark, body tense and 
poised between her pinned legs. She could make out the straight outline of his shoulders. The 
vague glint of silver metal along the side of his face. His blue eyes, harder, crueler, than 
Vakarian’s—something she realized she missed. Some small feeling twisted in her chest. 


She felt the turian on top of her bristle. Heard the soft sound of a sniff. Then a low, guttural 
growl. He released her with a shove. 


“Pathetic.” The sound was low rasp. She felt him pull away into the dark. Immediately she 
was yanked up by the back of the neck and forced to stand. 


There and gone. 


“Again!” he barked. “On your feet! Show me who you are, human. You've shamed her name 
for long enough.” 


His voice bristled something inside of her. Her name. 


He didn't give her time to understand before he was sweeping her leg again, forcing her to 
move. To fight. 


Bite Back. 


It’s what he wanted. 


It’s what she had. 


If he wanted her to bite back, to push, to give every last breath she had to throw herself 
against something impossible, just to show him who she was, she could. She would. Because 
she had nothing. Because it was the only thing she could do. Because it made her real. 


Not just a thought. Not a memory. 
It made her exist. 

It made her Jane. 

It made her fire. 


If the turian wanted her to fight, that’s exactly what Jane would do. 
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Garrus braced his hands on the edge of the window. The lights were on in the barrack’s cabin, 
giving him a view of his own reflection against dark space. He studied it a second before 
ducking his head and turning away. 


His gaze went to the metal shelf at the foot of the empty bunks—to Axia’s omni-tool, and the 
unwrapped stims lying beside it. 


Most were empty. Most—but not all. He forced himself to stand away from the window, 
shoulders sagging a moment before squaring as he came to face the shelf. His talons scraped 
the surface as he reached to take one. 


He stared down at it for a second. Shook his head to chase away the fog. He was tired. So 
damn tired. 


Stay awake, stay awake, stay awake— 
The words were frantic, over and over, clawing in the back of his mind. Always there. 


Garrus pulled the cap off the stim needle with his teeth. He didn’t even flinch when he sent it 
hard into his side. He inhaled softly and watched the room come sharper into focus. His pulse 
picked up, raced momentarily, and his hand came down hard against the shelf in front of him. 
He growled softly, feeling fresh blood rush to his muscles. A second later the feeling evened 
out and he reached over to grab Axia’s omni-tool. 


He'd been through every file. Every private and public message server. Every damn useless 
note over the last three days. 


Without a single lead as to where the human might have gone. 
If she’s even alive. 

Cold. 

Lifeless on the ground. 

In the snow, alone. 


Garrus growled and shoved away from the shelf. He paced over toward the head of the 
bunks. 


She wasn’t dead. 


You heard her scream. 


Jane was smart. She was strong. 
She didn t answer you when you called. 


She was out there. Waiting—hoping—that someone would come for her. And Garrus 
Vakarian intended, with every last fiber in his muscle, to be boots on the ground, first in and 
last out of whatever place the human—/is human—had been dragged into. 


“You want to be my archangel, Vakarian?” 
He had every fucking intention of it. 


It’d taken a mild amount of research and a brief lesson in human mythology to understand the 
reference. But if that’s what she believed in, he could be that. Whatever she needed. 
Whenever—vight now. 


Keep it together. 


One of them had to. And it wasn’t going to be Kryik. The Spectre had absolutely lost his 
mind. 


He’d heard stories—seen it from the outside—what it was like for a bonded turian to lose 
their pair. And if he’d had any doubts as to just how bonded Nihlus was, they were gone the 
moment he’d seen them strap the Spectre down to the bed, and watched him dig his talons 
into his own arm, like he would’ve torn the whole thing off, if it meant getting back to her— 
alive or not. 


It was instinct, Garrus knew he couldn’t help it. That once the hormones were there—fight, 
protect, kill—they were impossible to put back. That every cell in his body was geared to 
keeping his female alive. And once that failed, once there was no female left to fight for, once 
he had failed— like you failed her—there was no one left to fight but himself. 


Nihlus blamed himself. 
Nihlus thought she was dead. 


But Garrus refused. He refused to give up on her. She was out there, alive, and he was going 
to find her. His human. 


Garrus stared down at the omni-tool. 


He’d managed to swap the log in from Axia’s to his own. He scrolled down on a list of her 
private messages, unopened, all those contacts, those leads, ripe for the taking. It seems word 
hadn’t reached the underground that the asari was dead. Though it was only a matter of time. 


Something he intended to use to his advantage. 


Unfortunately, he’d found no record of Axia’s earliest messages with Saren. Unsurprising, 
given how meticulous the Spectre was rumored to be. He wasn’t dumb enough to leave a 
paper trail of his plans to betray his friend. A thought that made his gut squeeze a little. For 


all his recklessness, his inability to follow any form of authority, Nihlus was a good turian. 
He didn’t deserve... 


The thought was chased away as another message appeared in Axia’s inbox. 


The subject line was formal, ‘Amends’, tagged by an address Garrus didn’t recognize. It 
looked like nonsense. Though he imagined a few minutes spent decrypting would show 
something more coherent—likely an intentional disguise. 


Garrus scanned the visible lines of the message. 
It has reached me that you’ve lost my biotic. I have word on... 


His talon went swiftly to the screen, hovered, then selected the link to open the full thing. 
Blood was rushing through him—growing hotter. Word...word on the human? 


The full message appeared. 


I have word on where she might be. Binary Helix has a major investor stationed on Omega to 
discuss partnership with an unknown party. Rumor is the investor has an inclination for... 
turian companionship. Bring her one and she just might talk. 


I have compensated you more than fairly for the biotic. I expect her to be returned to me. Our 
negotiation is non-refundable. 


-J 
Garrus was still staring. His subvocals were clamped and silent. Jane’s buyer. 


He’d seen the man once before, watching on a holo as the human threw Garrus across the 
room after they’d..his scales bristled...after they’d used that spray to make him attack her. If 
Axia had taken his credits—non-refundable. 


Someone else was out there looking for her. 
Someone with resources. With enough reach to already have a lead. 
He had to tell Nihlus. 


He passed several crew on his way to the medbay—who were very obviously not pleased to 
see him. Being barefaced likely didn’t help. He didn’t miss the way the other turians refused 
to allow him room to pass, the low grumbled and clicks, traitor, slaver bastard, as he went. 


Garrus had never been popular. Though it had usually been the result of his father. More 
snide than angry, ‘narc’, followed by laughter. 


When he reached the floor to the medbay there was noticeable commotion near the end of the 
platform. As he rounded the corner, he could see why. The door to the exam area was opened. 
Several of the crew were inside, quickly carrying out the doctor, who was only half coherent, 
clearly wounded. Blue blood was smeared along the floor inside. And Nihlus. Nihlus was— 


“Coward! Get offme! Bring him back—I swear to—” 


He’d gotten one arm free from the cuff on the side rail. Currently pinned beneath the full 
weight of a turian kneeling over him on the bed. Nihlus had a death grip on the turian’s arm 
and was digging in with his talons. His back arched off the mattress as he yanked at the 
restraint on his leg. Absolutely feral. 


“Spectre Kryik, stand down!” 


Another member of the crew was trying desperately to wrangle him down enough to pull 
something metal over his mouth—a muzzle. 


“Where the hell is Arterius?” someone shouted. 


Nihlus was still howling after the doctor, who’d been steered clear of Garrus and the others as 
the crew carried him away. “You touched her—you bastard! What did you do!”’ 


Garrus felt his stomach drop. 


“Spectre Kryik.” ...Not himself. Not even a turian. Just...madness. He didn’t look at him 
when Garrus said his name. Not until he said it again, more firmly, taking a few steps into the 
room. 


“Nihlus.” 


Nihlus’s green eyes shifted onto him. They were wild, dilated. He was panting as he reached 
to grip the bedrail, like he could possibly drag himself away from the crew trying to wrestle 
him down. 


“T can smell her on him,” he said. 


His voice was hoarse, desperate, panicked. Before he could say anything else one of the crew 
managed to slip the band of the muzzle around his fringe. Nihlus growled as the device was 
yanked down over his mandibles and cinched into place. 


“Get him strapped!” 


The turian on the bed now had Nihlus’s hand pinned to the rail. The other crew member 
quickly circled and looped the cuff back through to a tighter notch on his arm. 


Where was Arterius? 


He stood in the doorway watching as Nihlus finally fell slack on the bed—courtesy of 
whatever injection the crew member had just stuck in his side. Even then it only stopped his 
fighting. The turian was still awake. Still huffing behind his muzzle. 


Garrus waited as the crew quickly cleared the medbay—like they didn’t even see him. Not 
surprising, given the amount of blood on the sheets, streaked across the floor, thanks to 
Nihlus’s Spectre-trained grip. He’d done a number on more than a few of them trying to get 
free. 


There was a moment of silence. Then a click from his subvocals as he approached the bed. 
“Enough,” Garrus growled. 
Nihlus turned his head away as Garrus came toward him. 


“You're not helping her like this. You think this isn’t hard for me?” He reached to grip the 
bed rail beside his hand. “You think I don’t fucking hate myself?” 


Nihlus growled softly in response. 


“The longer you act like this—the longer you stay strapped to the bed. She needs you on your 
feet, Kryik. And...spirits...so do I.” 


It wasn’t easy for him to admit. And at the same time, it was. 


Garrus had never bonded with anyone before. He was still young—hell, so was Nihlus—and 
he knew it likely wasn’t natural. At least to do it with a human. His father had always 
explained it as a chemical match. Every turian had a specific make-up. Hormones, 
pheromones, like a genetic calling card, always there. Most smelled like nothing. Some 
smelled fine, others great. And every so often, there was one, and just one, that smelled. ../ike 
Jane. 


The perfect pair bond. 
Rare enough it didn’t always happen. 
But spirits when it did... 


It was enough to drag madness out of any turian. Stronger than any pheromone spray. And he 
had Nihlus-damned-Kryik to share it with. 


It wasn’t that uncommon. Females were fewer in their species. Evolutionary-wise, having 
more than one mate for protection guaranteed a greater chance of survival. Turians often... 
ah...mated in groups. Leaving it up to the males to fight to be first in, last out, the one she 
wanted more of—most of—the best, and the strongest. The biological source behind the 
turian military complex. Being forceful worked when it came to competition. And militant 
obedience to a female’s every want, every order, worked in attracting a lifelong mate. Keep 
the female alive. And make her want more of you than the others. 


“Fight and fuck. Thats all they ’re good for.” 
Axia’s voice cropped up behind the thought. 


The bond between turians who shared a mate could turn out many different ways. Some were 
hard. Some easy. And some... 


Garrus reached down to hook the loop of the muzzle with his talon. 


..some were like Nihlus. Wild. A dead aim, straight to the heart. 


The muzzle slid off easily when he pulled, and he slipped it off to drop on the chair behind 
him. The Spectre didn't look at him. He saw his shoulders drop as he relaxed a little on the 
bed. 


“T have a lead,” Garrus said. 
Kryik’s fringe narrowed. 


“Jane’s buyer reached out to Axia. If I can convince her contact she’s still alive, I can get 
information on where she might be. I...she’s...she’s alive, Nihlus. I know she is. And this 
proves it. We should reach Palaven in just a few days. Then we’ll have access to a ship. We 
can go after her.” 


“I’m not crazy.” 
The words were hoarse. Barely there. Kryik didn’t look at him when he spoke. 
“T.. .spirits...I know that smell. That’s her. He smelled like her.” 


The way he said it was firm. Full of resolve. Garrus paused for a second. He could’ve argued 
him. It was likely the sane thing to do. 


“Alright,” he said instead. “Where?” 


It wasn’t easy seeing the Spectre like this. Someone he’d looked up to for...spirits...from the 
very first vid he’d seen of him with a pistol, taking out slavers in a barfight on the Citadel. 
Crazy or not, he was still Nihlus Kryik, Spectre renegade, with a killer trigger finger, and an 
instinct to match. If Nihlus said he smelled the human... 


“Likely the armory,” the Spectre rasped. “It’s where they keep the medigel stock. And where 
Saren...” Nihlus winced, gripped the bedrail a little tighter. “Saren will be.” 


Garrus didn’t know what to say. He wished there was something to say. The betrayal stung. 
He could see it all over the Spectre’s face. And all he could think, was that he didn’t deserve 
it. 


“T’ll be back. Just...damn it, Nihlus. Keep your cool. I need you with me when we land on 
Palaven,” he said softly. 


The Spectre said nothing. Though Garrus knew he’d heard him. He turned, headed back 
toward the door, only to be stopped as Nihlus spoke again. 


“Vakarian...” Garrus paused, but didn’t turn. He expected something sentimental. Instead, “If 
her buyer has a lead on where she might be, they’re smart. They could be testing the waters.” 


“Meaning?” Garrus ducked his head to glance at him with his peripheral. 


“Meaning they could already know Axia’s dead. It could be a test. If...i1f Jane really is alive, 
and they have a lead on where she is, we can’t risk anything. Be upfront. Tell them. And 
assume control of the situation for yourself. Earn their trust, and see where it gets you.” 


Garrus felt one of his mandibles slide back. A tired expression. Followed by a dry chuckle. 
“Spectre Nihlus Kryik, in the flesh. ” 
He heard Kryik give a small, tired trill. An almost laugh. 


“One more thing,” Garrus said. He turned back, happy to see the Spectre was looking at him, 
eyes a little clearer than they had been before. “The lead...rumor is she likes turians.” 


An honest laugh this time. He saw the Spectre’s head recline a little, giving him a damn good 
view of his throat, and those scales—dark and smooth—just beneath. His grip slipped away 
from the bed rail to relax on the bed. 


“Yeah, well...rumor is I have a pretty face,” he said hoarsly. His green eyes searched the 
ceiling before he cracked a vague, half smile of his own. A cocky look. One that was unfairly 
cool on him. “I’m sure I can get her to talk.” 


Garrus chuffed a little. Arrogant bastard. It didn’t help that Garrus would bet on it himself. 
The damn pretty turian. 


“T’ll head down. If I’m not back in an hour—” 
“T’Il wait here,” Nihlus said. 


Garrus trilled quietly in amusement as he turned and left the Spectre in the medbay. As if he 
had a choice. 


The dock and the hall leading to the elevator were empty. Eerily so. When he reached the 
floor to the armory he saw the light on the door had gone from green to red. Locked. 


He approached, testing his senses for anything out of place. But heard and smelled nothing. 
Had the ship gone into lockdown? 


There was a hiss as one of the doors behind him opened. 


Garrus turned to see Spectre Arterius step out from the stairwell to the lower deck. He was 
bristled, talons unfurled, like he was fresh from combat. Was he limping? 


For a passing second, the Spectre didn’t seem to notice him. He paced out into the center of 
the hall. The wires of his prosthetic arm flexed as his hand closed into a fist, steel mandibles 
pulled permanently tight to his jaw. 


Garrus heard him hiss, “/diot’’, saw his fist tighten, stressing the wires on his arm until he 
was sure they would snap. He sniffed. The Spectre’s head ducked, turning his pale, smoke- 
streaked face in his direction—burn marks from war that made the turian look nothing but 
deadly—and his eyes flickered squarely onto him. 


Just the sight made Garrus bristle. Arterius stood taller, shoulders easing back into that 
smooth militant posture. An eerie reminder of where Nihlus had likely learned it. 


“Vakarian!” the Spectre barked. 


A smell gripped the air as he approached. Sharp and clinical—like antiseptic—but much too 
strong. It stung. Garrus fought the urge to step back. 


“Spectre Art—” 
“Return to the bunks,” the Spectre ordered. “The ship is on lockdown.” 
“Ts the doctor...?” 


He’d looked in pretty bad shape when the crew carried him out. He figured it was a 
reasonable way to ask. 


Arterius hissed before he could finish. “The doctor has been evaced to Palaven. He required 
care beyond the capability of this ship.” 


Spectre Arterius came to stand with generous space between them. He folded his hands 
behind his back, shoulders square and relaxed. 


The way he said it, care, was hostile. Garrus fought the urge to cock his head. 
“Will he reach Palaven airspace any faster by evac pod?” 
He didn’t think so. Arterius rumbled in annoyance. 


“Our return to Palaven has been delayed. I have business to take care of in the Terminus 
Systems before reporting back to the Council.” 


“What kind of business?” It’s what he wanted to ask. But knew better—thanks to the 
unmerciful training of a slaver with an animal prod, and a group of krogan to back her. 
Instead he straightened his posture and gave the Spectre a firm nod. “Yes sir,” he said. 


He expected the turian to leave him. He uttered a growl, looking Garrus up and down, before 
casting a look toward the elevator beside him. 


“I’ve reached out to a contact in C-Sec to send word to your father. I have eyes on him until 
you return.” Garrus felt his stomach sink, though he did nothing to show it. “I’ve also 
contacted the Primarch regarding your active status. He expressed willingness to have you 
assessed for an honorary badge for your basic training—given your...field experience.” 


The final words were said with a tinge of something less than friendly. 


“Tf you pass I would be willing to submit my recommendation to the Council for your 
assignment into C-Sec, should you choose to do so.” 


Garrus felt his subvocals clamp as he fought to keep his mandibles from pulling in tight. 
What a very generous offer. One that would likely keep him very busy for the foreseeable 
future. Starting the moment he set foot on Palaven. Met with concerned family. Maybe even 


reporters, ready to question Castis Vakarian’s long lost son. He imagined Nihlus’s ‘medical 
attention’ would keep him busy as well. 


What was Arterius up to? 


“Much appreciated, Spectre,” Garrus said, careful, oh so careful, to sound nothing but 
smooth. 


That seemed to be all the Spectre had patience for. Arterius knocked shoulders with him as he 
passed. “Get to the bunks,” he growled. 


Garrus didn’t watch him go. He stood in the hall, listening to the Spectre disappear into the 
elevator. He knew what Nihlus would say. He sent the doctor away—bastard’s hiding 
something. But why? 


Garrus tucked his head to rub the back of his neck, starting back in the direction of the bunks. 
He was alone when he got there—not surprising. No one wanted to share quarters with a 
slaver. With a turian who obeyed the wrong command. 


He turned to gaze out at the window in silence. 
“T can smell her on him.” 
“The doctor has been evaced to Palaven.”’ 


You have a breach. Take care of it. 


So close. Like an idea on the tip of his tongue. Right there. The biggest question of all still 
hung over him, burning like fire in the back of his mind. Where is Jane? 


He pulled out Axia’s omni-tool and glanced down at the screen. The buyer’s message was 
still opened and waiting. J have word on where she might be. 


Spirits. His talon hovered over the keyboard on screen. Paused, thinking. It was a risk. But 
then again, everything was. 


His talons moved swiftly over the keys as he typed. 
En route to Terminus Systems. Requesting contact nam— 


He paused. Scanned the words closely. Gain their trust. His eyes flickered up to the previous 
message. To the single letter signed at the bottom. 


--J 
“Fuck it.” 


Nihlus was right. If the buyer had a lead on Jane, it seemed unlikely they wouldn’t know the 
asari was already dead. 


He typed quickly, hit send and watched his own message crop up beneath the first. 


Axia didn t make the cut. A casualty of your biotic. X.O. assuming control. En route to 
Terminus. I want a name. 


Signed at the bottom. A fast keystroke that made his heart burn, /ike fire. 
--Archangel 


Garrus gazed back at the dark window in front of him, his bare face pale in the dim light of 
the barracks. Colorless. Unmarked. 


He could be anyone. Do...anything. And no one would know. A ghost in the system. At least, 
outside of Palaven; no thanks to Spectre Arterius. 


He wondered where Saren planned to go once they reached Terminus airspace. How difficult 
it would be to slip out unnoticed. And how close it might take him to what he was looking 
for. 


What he wanted most of all. 


Jane. 
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Seven days. 

One week. 

168 hours. 

His blood was screaming. 


Vakarian’s kid had been right. As much as it felt unreal to say. He had to be calm. He had to 
be focused. Or he was never going to get free—get back to her. 


T have a lead. 
Air. The first easy breath in days. Garrus, doing what a Vakarian does best. 
It meant they were closer. It meant there was a way back to her. 


Nihlus had managed to be still for the next day and a half. Once he realized the ship was 
docking, he’d convinced one of the crew he was hungry. And the pup had been all too eager 
to bring him something to eat. With one hand free, Nihlus became the pinnacle of 
trustworthy. 


No matter how much his instincts screamed at him to claw. To bite. To get free. 


Saren didn’t come to speak with him. Unsurprising. The bastard likely knew how badly 
Nihlus wanted to get his talons in his neck. Instead the Spectre had left him there. For days. 
While he went to do...whatever it was he’d diverted the ship trajectory to do. 


Whatever traitors did. 


He knew they weren’t on Palaven. If they were, Saren would’ve kicked him onto home soil 
the first second he could. Instead he was keeping him here. But why? 


It was night cycle when he saw Vakarian again. The kid didn’t waste time. He entered the 
medbay well after the crew had bunked down, blue eyes hard and fixed, coming straight for 
him on the bed. He didn’t speak as he reached to unstrap his other arm from the rail. Nihlus 
had practically purred at the prospect—the realization that he could stand up and stretch his 
sore—ah, too sore—muscles. 


“The crew are in their bunks. We’ve been ordered to stay on the ship.” 


Though, that didn’t seem to be Vakarian’s plan. 


“Arterius put the ship on lockdown. I can override the exit keypad with Axia’s omni-tool. 
But we have to go—now.” 


Nihlus trilled, taking Garrus’s hand as he offered it. Vakarian pulled him to his feet off the 
bed. Nihlus winced as he reached to grab the now unbandaged front of his abdomen beneath 
his jumpsuit. It hurt—but he didn’t care. 


“What’s the plan, Vakarian?” 


Garrus cast a look behind him to the door of the medbay. “Saren’s up to something. I trailed 
him as far as I could through the main station. But lost him near the loading cars to the lower 
districts—at least I think.” 


Anger sparked. “Fuck Saren,” he snarled. “What about Jane?” 


Garrus turned his head back to face him. It brought Nihlus face to face with that Vakarian, 
steely blue stare. Full of resolve. Conviction. “I can’t get us armor. Or guns,” he rumbled. 
“But I have a name...We’re looking for an asari. Benezia. But... Nihlus...I have to—I have 
to ask. How well do you really know Spectre Arterius?” 


Nihlus hissed, turned his head away, feeling Garrus study him with that sharp eye, sniper 
stare. “Not at all, apparently.” He growled before turning back to him and croaking out a 
dangerously low, “Why?” 


Vakarian trilled. He gave him that look again. One that said he was sorry. 


“When I went to find the doctor, Arterius had already evaced him to Palaven. We’ve been... 
docked in Terminus airspace for three days. Wherever the human is...” he hissed, took a step 
closer to him. “Damn it, it’s a hunch, but don’t be surprised if we find your friend there too.” 


Friend. 


It was sad. Sad that the most shocking part of what he said, was the fact that Nihlus had ever 
considered Saren a friend in the first place. 


Nihlus held himself a little taller, straightening, displaying his height to the turian in front of 
him—a show of confidence. Of capability. A reminder of what he was, and what he’d been 
trained to be. First and always—a killer. 


His voice was cold when he spoke. “Tf he is...P1l take care of him.” 


Vakarian’s mandibles pulled tight to his face. He bristled a little at his display, but nothing 
else. 


“Where are we?” Nihlus asked. 


Garrus clenched his talons shut, causing the muscle on his right arm to jump. “Omega,” he 
said. 


Omega. 


What the hell was Saren doing on... 


He didn’t let the thought form. Focus. Omega wasn’t a place to go in with guns. If they 
wanted to find information on the asari they would have to be clever. Find the right person, at 
the right time, with the right finagling to get what they wanted—and just like that, a plan 
formed. 


Nihlus bowed his head, huffing softly at the sudden realization. He could feel Garrus looking 
at him. A gesture he didn’t return. It was best, he told himself, not to tell him until they were 
already in it. Until the kid wouldn’t have the chance to stop him. 


Nihlus clicked in response. He moved past Vakarian to the door of the medbay. “Then let’s 
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go. 

“Go where?” the kid growled. 

His fringe narrowed as he emerged into the darkness of the hall. “The Afterlife,” he said. 
It wasn’t his first time on the station. 

Though it was most certainly Vakarian’s. 


It was in his blue eyes, in the way they tracked strangers that passed, that wandered too close 
to them as they made their way down to the lower district. There was something wild to the 
kid. Something that came from a few hard years in a slaver’s den, of being taught to fight 
with his back to the wall, straight for the throat, fight to kill, or be killed. 


It would’ve made them stand out had they been on the Citadel. But here—it made them blend 
right in. Their brandless, Spectre issued uniforms didn’t hurt the issue either. 


Nihlus had never met Aria T’Loak personally. Though he’d been to Omega enough to know 
that if anyone set foot on the station, that smug asari was the first to know. Best of all, their 
mark wasn’t the only asari with a taste for turian company. Something Nihlus had every 
intention of capitalizing on. 


No matter what it took—took from him—he was going to find Jane. 


It wasn’t difficult to get into the bar. A late night. A packed house. All it took was a smooth, 
purring, “I’ve been sent for T’Loak”’, and a subtle nod to the cage-fighter turian behind him 
and they were in, on the center floor, without any trouble. 


It was disturbing to him how easily it came. How fast he could revert to using himself that 
way. 


“Do you know why turians make the best whores?” 


Adapting meant survival. Not just his—but hers. At least, that’s what his blood was 
screaming. He felt Garrus on his six, leaning close to rumble to him as they passed through 
the crowd toward a set of couches on the lower platform. 


“Shouldn’t we be looking for a lead?” the kid asked. He was difficult to hear over the 
irritating thrum of music. Though Nihlus found it easy to piece it together. 


“We are,” he replied, dropping onto one of the seats and slinging his arm over the back to 
glare up at him. “With any luck, she’Il be looking for us too.” 


The kid was wound tight. Obviously on edge. Likely overwhelmed by the people, the music, 
the smoke and smells. His senses had been tratned—much like his own—though unlike him, 
Vakarian’s response seemed to be, as any slaver’s bodyguard would be, attack. 


When Garrus took a seat beside him, Nihlus leaned over. “We’re looking for an asari,” he 
rumbled. “Aria T’Loak. No one steps foot on Omega without her hearing about it. If she likes 
what she sees...” Nihlus trailed off, taking the growing blue color to the kid’s neck as a form 
of acknowledgement. 


Word of a pricey looking turian at the front door would likely reach Aria fast. If the rumors 
were true, that is. 


Vakarian’s blue eyes took a strange look. Something...soft. His mandibles dropped slightly 
with realization. ““Nihlus...” 


Nihlus growled as he pulled away. 


“Get a drink, pup,” he nodded to an asari carrying a tray near the booths. “Better yet, make it 
two. And one for me. If we want to find your mark, we need to wait for mine.” 


The time spent in the medbay, faking sanity, had been enough to realign his sights. Enough to 
remind him of what needed to be done to bring Jane back to him. 


Stay cool. Stay focused. Don t wait—make it happen. 


It was his best bet. His only bet. If they wanted to find someone hidden on Omega, they 
needed info. They needed T’Loak. No matter how they got her. 


They didn’t have to wait long. Nihlus was through his first drink—Garrus staring down at, 
but not drinking his own, eyes always darting to the nearest imposing stranger—when he saw 
her. She came onto the platform above the dance floor, flanked by two turian guards. Her 
eyes did a cursory scan of the crowd as she took a seat. She had the same, cocky posture of a 
turian who'd seen battle. Strange to see on another species. 


A second after she was seated, the asari’s eyes shifted onto him. They moved immediately to 
meet his. And they didn’t turn away. 


A head-on stare. Dead sights. 
A kill shot. 


Got her. 


Nihlus let his shoulders ease back. His head raised, showing just a flash of his throat beneath 
the strobe of red lights. He saw the asari’s hand come to grip the arm of the seat where she 
sat. He let his talons unfurl, flexing his bicep on the back of couch, not much, but enough. 
His legs parted a little in invitation. It drew the asari’s eyes down to him immediately. 


Too easy. 
You’re too easy. 


He bit down on the voice and watched the asari lean over to murmur something to the turian 
standing at her shoulder. Her eyes didn’t leave his. A second later the guard was making his 
way toward them through the bar, down the stairs, attention moving with uncertainty to a 
bristled Vakarian beside him on the couch. 


The guard stopped a reasonable distance from the table in front of them. His fringe bobbed as 
he nodded back to the platform behind him. 


“T’Loak wants a word.” 


Nihlus cocked his head, keeping his eyes on his mark. “Talk to my handler,” he said—finding 
it easy, too easy, to sound cold. Handler. Like he was merchandise. Something to be bought, 
and used...Like the pricey turian whore you are. 


If he wanted Jane—he’d have to act the part. 


“T’Loak doesn’t pay by the hour,” the turian growled, risking a step closer. “Get your ass off 
the couch.” 


“We’re not here for the hour,” Vakarian shot in quickly, surprisingly fast. The kid was clever. 
“I’m here to discuss a trade.” 


Spirits. He drowned the sting with the last of the drink in his hand. For her. Do it for her. 


If that’s what it took—if trading him for a lead on Jane is what he needed to do—he hoped, 
fuck, needed, Vakarian to do it. Nihlus could handle himself. Their first priority had to be her. 


He could see the look in his blue eyes as Garrus turned to him, just a brief glance, the second 
the guard grumbled consent and waved them forward. Vakarian was wondering. Worried. 
Would he do it if he had to? 


He let Garrus rise from the couch first before following him up the steps to the platform. 
T’Loak was still seated as they approached. Her eyes stayed on the dance floor below. 
Feigning disinterest. Though he knew she was tuned to them. 


“My guard informed me I had a guest at the door. Let me guess...” her head turned, eyes 
finding Vakarian’s, then shifting to look Nihlus up and down, “You’re here to talk business.” 


Nihlus fought to keep his talons unfurled. Could Vakarian handle this? Could he play the part 
of a slaver? He already has. The thought brought bitter anger to the surface. 


“You have information I want,” Garrus said. “This can be as quick as you want it to be.” 


His voice was smooth—exact. Nihlus nearly looked at him. Though he didn’t have to. He 
could hear the low, keening thrum, muted, but there. Feel the strict poise of his muscles, his 
posture, like she was here, to see him for herself. The kid was locked and ready. Calling to 
her. He ached for the human. The same as him. 


Good to know. 


The asari brought one leg up to lay across her thigh. “Alright,” she said, turning with 
disinterest back to the platform below. “And what do I get in return?” 


Garrus clicked. Non-chalant. Annoyed. “You’re looking at it.” 


A brief pause. Aria’s eyes flickered onto him. The music switched, dropping to something 
deep and low. Something he felt in his chest. It made him bristle. She cocked her head. 


“You're offering me a ride on your best piece?” she asked. “And if I want more than a 
night?” Her attention went to Vakarian. Her voice gained an edge. “I have plenty of uses for a 
pretty turian.” 


He didn’t give Garrus time to answer. Didn’t give silence a chance to slip in, to leave even an 
ounce of doubt in the pup’s head about what they were here to do. Whatever they had to. 


Nihlus purred. As if the idea, as if the smell of her, could possibly call to him. As if he’d been 
trained for it. Though the sound nearly choked him. Like his body wanted to resist— 
reminding him that she wasn’t his. That this wasn’t what it wanted—what it craved like air. 


Garrus shifted. Stay cool, pup. Keep it together. 
“Like I said. I’m here to negotiate.” 


His subvocals had gone silent. Nihlus couldn’t read him. Though he wasn’t sure he wanted 
to. 


T’Loak’s eyes moved back to him, a final time, giving him a slow, appraising look. She 
raised a hand from the arm of the seat and waved at the guard beside her. 


“Some place private,” she said. “In the meantime, I’ll be taking him, for safe keeping.” 


Garrus rumbled. A sound that made the asari laugh as she rose to her feet. “Relax. My word’s 
good.” 


He felt Garrus turn to look at him as one of the guard came to escort him toward a private 
ramp—with a door just beyond. Nihlus couldn’t bring himself to look back. He didn’t want to 
see the look on his face. Didn’t want to acknowledge what Garrus had just realized, what he 
would have to do to—for her. 


His only hope was that Jane could forgive him, after he did. 
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It wasn’t natural, for a male turian to pair with more than one female at a time. It went against 
nature. Biologically, it was a waste of resources. Everything in him was geared for one thing, 
and one thing only. Just her. Jane. 


The idea of anything else made him sick. Made his blood scream. Made his talons clench 
shut. He fought to keep his mandibles loose, to not pull them tight to his face in apparent 
disgust at the thought. At the mere idea of smelling like anything but her. 


They took him to a room at the end of a long corridor—some sort of back-end to The 
Afterlife he’d never seen before. There were no windows, no clock, no way to tell how long 
he waited. All the while he paced. Thrumming silently to himself in growing irritation. 


After too long—much, much too long—he heard the door slide open behind him. He wasn’t 
sure who would come through. Though he hadn’t expected to see Vakarian so soon. 


Maybe it wasn’t soon. 
The kid looked tired. 


Fuck, how long had he been here? More hours wasted. More time—distance—from the 
human. 


There was a guard following him that he quickly waved away, coming to a stop in the center 
of the room. Nihlus turned to face him as the door closed. They were left alone then, in the 
quiet, only watching each other. 


Finally Garrus hissed. He paced farther into the room. “What the hell are we doing here, 
Nihlus? What are you thinking?” 


Nihlus growled, turning away to continue pacing the floor. “Did you get the location on the 
asari or not?” 


Vakarian clicked. “Yeah, I did. T’Loak is meeting Benezia, here, on Omega to negotiate a 
deal with a tech broker. She’s offered to ping me coordinates when she gets them. And you 
know what she wants in exchange, Kryik? She wants you. As payment.” 


It should’ve made him feel something. But it didn’t. 


“This is beyond reckless. You’re just going to...spirits...just give yourself up like that? To let 
her...use you like a—a—” 


“T’ll do whatever it takes.” Nihlus came toward him, making the turian bristle, making him 
growl. “I swore—swore—I wouldn’t leave her behind. I’m not just going to let her go.” 


Garrus was in his face now. Right there. Blue eyes hard and exact. Angry. “And what am I 
supposed to tell her when I find her? When you’re not there with me to save her?” 


Vakarian stepped even closer, making Nihlus hiss. Making his body shift into something 
instinctual. “What about you, Kryik?” 


Nihlus barred his arm across Vakarian’s chest and pushed him backwards. His cowl met the 
wall with a hard thud. 


“This isn’t about me!” 


Silence clamped in the second he said it. A hard silence. His throat ached as his snarl fell 
away. Garrus was glaring. Focused in with that sniper precision. When he spoke his voice 
was a low rasp. 


“Jane was right,” Vakarian said quietly. His breath huffed softly, close enough it mingled with 
his own. He didn’t push him away, only murmuring, deep, and low, “You think so much 
about other people, you forget to think of yourself.” 


His blue eyes hovered over his. Unapologetic. Watching him. 


Nihlus growled. His hand squeezed, arm flexing as he pushed him a little harder against the 
wall. Vakarian made a low trill. Not a challenge. Something else. Something... 


Vakarian’s breath was warm against the side of his neck. It made Nihlus relax a little. Made 
his head bow, panting softly, bringing their faces closer together. Close enough that Nihlus 
could lean in, and slowly, gently, skim the side of Vakarian's cheek with his own. Just a light 
touch. A small flash of something kind. Something good. A gentle, lingering smell of her still 
clinging to both of them. 


Would she come back to him without it? 
“T can take care of myself,” he said to Garrus softly. “I made a promise. We’re doing this.” 


Nihlus pulled away from him. He looked down at Garrus, rumbling quietly, a still look, 
steeled, hard. One Garrus returned. The side of his fist butted softly with the kid’s shoulder. 
“Tt’s all you now. Let’s see what you’ve got, Vakarian,” he said. 


It was time. Now or never. 


He heard Vakarian purr. A second later Nihlus stepped away. Silence lingered, ending as the 
door behind him slid open, and he turned to see T’Loak enter the room. 


“Getting one last taste for yourself, Angel?” 


A pair of guards moved past her, coming toward Garrus with his back to the wall. Something 
that made the kid bristle. He took a step away before they could reach him. Stay cool. 


“Let’s talk credits,” Vakarian growled. 


“After.” T’Loak’s voice was hard. Impenetrable. “I want a test run. My guards can escort you 
to my private pent. You can wait for me there. In the meantime...” 


Garrus’s eyes shifted to him. A last look. That same one again, telling him everything, 
without ever saying it. I’m sorry. 


He had to go. 
Nihlus took a step back. A wordless command. Do it. They’d already said their goodbye. 


“T’ve got some credits to spend at the dock. Your guards can take me there first,” Vakarian 
grumbled, moving past him toward the door. “I’m in the market for a new ship.” 


Clever. The kid was damn clever. With Axia’s omni-tool he’d have more than a few of her 
credits to spend. He could do this. He could find her—even without him. 


He watched Garrus leave, tailed by Aria’s security detail, until it was only the two of them. 
Alone. He’d give the kid time. For the asari to make good on her word. Before he'd... 


“Sit.” The asari snapped her fingers, pointing to the couch against the far wall. 


Nihlus rumbled. His fringe narrowed a little as he lowered himself on the couch, not losing 
any of his Spectre, militant posture. Her eyes lingered on his shoulders a moment before she 
came closer to him. 


“Your handler has you well trained.” Her hands came to fold behind her back as she paced a 
half circle around him, appraising him from the side. “I think you’ll do just fine. Part your 
knees for me. Hands on either side.” 


She pointed curtly to either side of him on the couch. Nihlus swallowed a click and did as she 
said. It came as no surprise when she reached to cup between his legs. She rubbed him with 
the heel of her hand a moment, until his stomach tightened. He expected his plates to loosen 
at the stimulation. Instead his instinct took over and he bristled, muscles jumping as he 
gripped the cushion beneath him, and it took everything in his power not to growl. 


Wrong wrong wrong. 
Not her. 


He turned his head away to try to escape the foreign smell of the asari in front of him. Get it 
together. Give her what she wants. T’Loak laughed. Without warning she slid easily into his 
lap, her flexible legs pinning his hands to the cushion. 


“Oh, you are perfect,” she purred, rising over him on the couch. “Nothing fucks like a bonded 
turian. I could spot you from a mile away.” 


He felt her cool, many fingered hand slide up the front of his chest. 


“Cocked and postured. Composed. You’re far from my first turian,” she said, voice dropping, 
low and cruel. “I know what it looks like when one of you wants something you can’t have.” 
Her hand came up and gripped the back of his neck without warning. A hard grip. “Did she 
die?” He felt the static of her biotics. The sudden rush of an asari reaching for his mind. 


“Would you like to see her again? Fuck, I want to feel it for myself. Nothing beats the high.” 


There was no way to push her out. Her hand squeezed on his neck, the other still rubbing 
between his legs, and all at once the room in front of him was gone. He couldn’t see the asari. 
Even her smell fled quickly. The light of the room was traded for something darker. Until her 
hand between his legs wasn’t cool, but warm, burning, soft, and he could feel something 
better. Something that made his blood stand on end. 


“Jane...” 


It was a gasp. Like a final fight for air. He could see her, straddling him, her long red hair 
slipping forward off her shoulder as she leaned in. She was rubbing between his legs, 
gripping him as he spilled free from his plates. Her soft mouth was on the side of his face, his 
jaw, his throat. 


Nihlus keened, tilting his head back to offer more of it. All of it. It was hers. He was hers. 


Her smell washed over him in a wave and kicked his body into overdrive. His hips bucked 
upward. Giving his female what she wanted. Something was pinning his hands down. Why 
couldn’t he reach for her? 


“Nihlus...” 


Her breath on the side of his face. Her voice, deep and soft. Her hand stroking his fringe, his 
chest, like she was feeling for his heart. 
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“Come here.’ 


“You're cold.” 
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“Tt's okay... won't let go.’ 
He could see her face, bathed in snow and daylight. 


"You spend so much time taking care of everybody else...’ 


Her green eyes when they looked at him. When they looked ahead, found their mark, and 
burned— 


"You forget to take care of yourself." 
Like fire. 
“You promised we were getting out of here. Both of us.” 


“I’m so sorry...” 


It wasn’t pleasure. Only the closeness of her that made it happen. He whined as his body 
tensed, as his hips thrust up into her squeezing hand and sent warmth spilling out onto his 
thighs. Aching to mark her. 


He saw a spark of something. A brief flash—an image—but not his. He felt the asari’s biotics 
flare. Tight. A crushing grip. Heard her muffled cry as a memory came into view. The 
memory of a woman. A turian. 


Immediately the images around him vanished. The room came sharply into focus. He could 
see the asari straddling him. She was panting, eyes glassy in the low light. She collapsed over 
him the second she came into view. Her chest was heaving against his. 


“Feels better...every time,” she said. Her voice wavered when she said it. 


She spent a second catching her breath before shoving him against the back of the couch and 
climbing from his lap. 


“She’s going to like you just fine.” 


Her voice was hard and cold. She didn’t look at him, leaving him alone in the room again, the 
zipper of his jumpsuit pulled down around his waist. He could smell the asari. And only the 
asari. 


He knew it should make him feel something. Instead, he felt nothing. 
Just the ache. Of leaving her behind. Of losing the only friend, the only family he’d had left. 
You deserve this, part of him thought. A part he quickly silenced. 


He couldn’t give in. Not yet. Not while Vakarian needed him to make good on his end of the 
deal. And to do that, to find her, he’d have to give Aria T’Loak exactly what she wanted. 


He had to give himself. 
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It was strange, how long the days felt, when they were the only thing you could feel. 


If his time being trained by the batarian had taught him anything, it was how much his body 
could take once his mind was somewhere else. 


The asari had frequent use for him. She’d been honest about that, it seemed. Sometimes it 
was his body. Other times, his mind. Though, most often, both. He never did anything but let 
her. He knew how to give her what she wanted. Though it was the images she could pull from 
his mind she seemed to like most of all. 


It was the feeling behind them. He realized it quickly. That she was pulling things forward, 
testing his bond for the human herself, feeling it like it was hers—always with that flash, that 
same image of a woman at the end. Like she was taking his feeling for Jane and pretending it 
came from someone else. For someone else. 


Worst of all, he didn’t care. As long as he got to see the human again, feel her again, he’d 
stay wound with Aria as long as possible. Let her grip his fringe. Straddle him and press her 
cool, waxy skin to his. 


It was the only control he had. The best way to get what he wanted—Jane. And Aria was 
easy to exploit in order to get it. 


It took surprisingly little. A low trill. A smooth purr, running the side of his talon down his 
narrow waist, along the inside of his thigh, cocking his head to the side whenever she looked 
at him. Her eyes lingered on him frequently. He knew she liked watching him. Liked the way 
he looked. It made it easy to lure her to him—to take what he wanted. What they both 
wanted, it seemed. 


T’Loak kept him with her constantly. She expected menial tasks of him whenever she wasn’t 
putting his body to use. Pouring her drinks. Rubbing her tensed, straight shoulders. Offering 
himself to her the second she held out her hand. 


It would’ ve been demeaning. Had he been able to feel something—anything but that intense, 
thrumming need to give her what she wanted, so he could see her again, even for a second. 


It made the ache go away. Gave him air whenever his lungs screamed for her. 
“I’m impressed.” 


She’d said it the next moment they were alone together. He was seated, watching her cross 
the room to him, lured the second he’d slung his arm over the back of the chair and run his 


sharp talons slowly up the fabric. An offer. His legs splayed a little as she stopped in front of 
him. 


“Your handler has you well trained. Always ready to be used.” 


The words should’ve stung. Should’ve made him growl. But he only purred, dark and low, a 
sound he didn’t mean, but knew she wanted. 


Give her what she wants—get what you want. 
Words that bit down with force. It felt like the only real part of him left. 


“T was worried I’d have to train you before trading you off. But that doesn’t seem to be the 
case.” 


Trade. 


“T’ll take you with me in the morning. Be ready to impress.” T’Loak took another step toward 
him, though she didn’t seem to notice the way he was gripping the back of the chair. Then 
again, maybe she liked it. “You’re my chance to make a good impression. If this deal goes 
south, I lose a lot of potential credits. So don’t fuck it up.” 


Nihlus couldn’t manage a trill—his typical response to her—instead giving a low, almost 
cold, “I’m here to serve.” 


Part of him wondered if she didn’t pick up the low hiss in his subvocals. If she did, she didn’t 
show it. Maybe he was just too sharp and focused on what she’d said. “...trading you off.” 


The air inside of him tightened. Like he was losing her all over again. Without Aria...there 
was no Jane. 


“Good,” she said curtly, knocking his knees farther apart with one of her own. “Ill send 
someone to get you ready before we leave. For now, I plan to make use of you while I still 
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can. 


His body eased as she reached to grip him hard by the back of the neck and pull him up. The 
world left as images slipped over him. And he found it easy—too easy—to let go completely. 


She never stayed when she was finished with him. Something he was glad for. He didn’t want 
to be near her. To be anything but alone as his body came down, and realized what it had 
done, that she wasn’t here, that what he’d given had gone to someone else. Not her. Wrong. 


It would scream at him for an hour or so afterward. Until T’Loak returned. And he could train 
his focus on the promise that he’d see the human again. 


Only this time, she didn’t. When it was over she’d climbed off him, shoving away like she 
always did, and left him alone in her bunk for the remainder of the night-cycle. 


He didn’t sleep. He couldn’t. An ache had clawed free, a slow, raking thought that circled in 
his mind no matter how he sat, or lay, or paced. Would that be the last time he saw Jane? Felt 


her? 


The only scent he had now was the reek of the asari all over him. Looking down he barely 
recognized himself. T’Loak had put in work to ensure the wound on his waist was healed 
—“a waste to let that fine leather scar’ —though his plates had certainly dulled, and his 
talons were wild and sharp. The only clothing he was allowed were loose pants, pushed up 
and tucked to show off his spurs. 
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“Had a poster of you on my wall first year of basic.’ 


Vakarian’s dry voice came forward in the dark. Nihlus wondered how he would hold up to 
that now. Was he something Garrus would still look up to? On Fornax, maybe. Turian whore. 


Xilo’s voice had been a frequent visitor when he was alone. Nihlus curled his talons into fists 
as he turned to pace the far side of the room. He wasn’t sure how long it had been since he’d 
slept. Real sleep. Where his mind could turn off. And some part of him didn’t hurt. 


He was still pacing when the door to the room slid open and a salarian came through. He 
could see by the lights outside the window that Omega had shifted into day-cycle. The 
salarian was carrying a bag that rattled a little as he set it down. Nihlus didn’t mind him 
much. He was nice enough. Hadn’t made a grab for between his legs yet. Though he was 
definitely skittish around him, and overly mindful of Nihlus’s reach. 


“T’Loak sent me to prepare you. She wants you ready in an hour.” 


Nihlus growled softly, ducking his head to stare at the wall a second before turning to face 
him. “Fine.” 


He didn’t need to be palatable when Aria wasn’t there. He wasn’t in the business of pleasing 
the salarian. 


Nihlus couldn’t remember the last time he’d properly scrubbed his plates. Whatever the 
salarian used left him smooth, wiped away with hot towels, and enough massaging pressure 
to make him purr. He didn’t miss the way the salarian’s eyes darted frequently to his talons, 
relaxed at his sides. 


His unease only seemed to grow as he finished putting some sort of cream on his scales and 
graduated towards his mouth with what looked like a polishing tool. 


“Your...teeth. I need to clean them.” 


Nihlus trilled softly in amusement. He took a half step toward the salarian, cocking his head a 
little. His posture made him shrink, something Nihlus didn’t miss. He stared at him a second 
before sliding his mandibles back and opening his mouth enough to show the poor salarian 
what he wanted. His throat bobbed with a visible swallow. 


He made noticeably short work of the task. Though his next, trimming and re-sharpening his 
talons, didn’t seem to be any less intimidating. Standing so close, Nihlus could see a few 
lines, sharp talon and teeth marks on his arms, that gave him a few clues as to why. He was 


likely not the first turian the salarian had encountered. Though he was obviously the 
friendliest. 


Seeing it reminded him of something. Some distant feeling. An old urge. Help him. 
“T didn’t know Aria had a taste for salarian.” 
It came out of him before he could stop it. 


There was a moment of silence. Another audible swallow from the salarian as he refocused 
his efforts on filing his index talon. 


“She does not,” he said, keeping his eyes on his task. “Ms. T’Loak finds me useful. That is 
all.” 


“How much does someone like you cost?” he asked. A question meant to sound cocky. And it 
did. Like he was trying to compare them. Though it was only to make his prodding seem 
casual. 


“T would not know,” the salarian said, rolling Nihlus’s hand to begin working on his thumb. 
“T paid her. Not the other way around.” 


“You paid to work for Aria?” 


He found it hard to read the salarian’s expression. “I paid for protection. The work was only 
at her request.” 


Nihlus perked at the word; protection. 
“Protection from what?” he asked. 
“Tarak.” 


The name sparked another memory. It felt muted. Like he was remembering another life. 
Something distant, but there. He knew that name. The Blue Suns. 


He didn’t have time to press further before T’Loak appeared in the doorway. 


“Good enough,” she told the salarian, coming in to look him over. “Unsurprising, the turian 
cleans up even better. Nice work.” 


She handed off a folded stack of clothes to the salarian. 


“Get him dressed. You,” her hard eyes shifted to Nihlus, “Meet me at the car in five. Don’t 
make me late.” 


His responding trill came out as a rasp. She was gone before he could do more, lure her 
closer, make her touch him and give him what he wanted, one last time. Jane. 


Instead he took the clothes from the salarian and got dressed without a word. Aria was 
waiting for him as he tailed one of her detail out onto the loading platform outside. She was 
busy on her omni-tool, ordering him in without looking, only to slide in next to him on the 
backseat. The door shut without pause, and he watched the dock grow smaller as the car 
lifted to merge with the surrounding traffic. 


And just like that, he knew it was all gone. His brief moment of reprieve. Of air. Trade. Aria 
was going to trade him. He’d be lucky if he got to stay on Omega. At least here he knew 
where he was. 


“Looks like the other parties are running late. I hate being the first in the door.” 


T’Loak was talking down to her omni-tool. Though he knew the words were directed at him. 
He was silent as he turned to look out the window. 


The ride wasn’t short. Though, he was beginning to think his sense of time was skewed. 
When the car finally pulled in over the private dock of a high-rise, he’d scratched a nice, deep 
tear in the leather seat. 


Aria was right, they were the only car on the dock when they arrived. Another turian came to 
answer the door as they took the path up to the front. Wherever they were, it looked 
temporarily stocked and fluffed. There were servants and living furniture. Whoever was 
staying here had obviously rented. Though there were enough minor, personal details to tell 
him their visits were reoccurring. 


Wealthy, well connected, frequently travels. 
“She will meet you in the dining room when she arrives. You may wait there.” 
And female. 


They were led by an asari in a serving uniform toward a set of doors beyond the stairs. The 
inner dining room was large, with a sizable window overlooking the high-rises of Omega. 
There were several servants waiting inside. And a chair pulled out near the head of the table 
facing the entrance. A small, uneasy trill passed through him at the sight. 


They were the only ones here. Why? 


He followed T’Loak over to the empty chair. He knew he'd be expected to stand. And he did, 
taking position just behind her shoulder, staring down the barrel end of the table facing the 
doors. They swung shut as the servant left them alone in the dining room. 


“T don’t like this,” T’Loak muttered under her breath. 


He didn’t have a chance to respond before one of the servants came to pull out a second chair 
opposite the table. A turian in a serving uniform offered Aria a bottle of something, which 
she waved at him to take. Nihlus knew well enough to take it, leaning over her shoulder to 
pour a taste into the glass on the table. 


“__Another week or so and she should be ready for you.” 


He was still pouring when he heard the doors to the dining room open. For a second he 
thought T’Loak must’ve touched him. Though he didn’t feel it. And couldn’t explain why no 
images came. Just the smell of her, so sudden he bristled, and his eyes lifted in time to see the 
asari as she entered, coming to stand at the end of the table. 


She was talking on an omni-tool, though she ended the call the moment she realized she 
wasn’t alone. 


“Aria. Wonderful.” 
“Benezia. Nice to finally—damn it, are you kidding me?” 


He hadn’t been watching her glass as he poured. His eyes weren’t on the table. Not on the 
bottle in his hand. They were on the doorway. On the woman standing at the head of the 
room, behind the asari, dark jumpsuit zipped high to cover her neck just beneath the angle of 
her jaw. Her red hair was tied back, leaving only soft, stray flames to brush that delicate line 
of her chin. 


Was it a dream? 


There was something on the side of her face. A scar. Straight, intentional, a thin split of light 
along her temple. No... 


He heard the sound of liquid spilling off the table and onto the floor. Felt someone yank the 
bottle from his hand. His other gripped tightly to the back of Aria’s chair, making the wood 
creak. 


She wasn’t looking at him. Not at first. Not until the attention in the room turned to him. It 
was brief, then. Just a flash. Her green eyes shifted onto him. Right to him. Then away. Her 
posture was militant, well-kept, as she trained her attention back to the front of the room. 


That was all he had time to see before he felt the back of Aria’s hand meet the side of his 
face. His head turned under the force, sending the chair down onto the floor behind her as she 
stood. 


“Get him out of here, idiot!” 


Someone was leading him away by the arm. One of the servants from the dining room. A 
turian. Male. 


They were out of the room, down the hall, the second it hit him. The realization. The instinct. 
Fer. 


He turned. His talons unfurled, reached, ready to swipe at whatever—whoever—was 
gripping him. Holding him back. He didn’t have a chance before he was shoved forward into 
one of the open rooms off the hall. 


The hiss of a door. The shriek of his talons as they met nothing but metal. He snarled. 


Darkness fell. Silence. He heard himself exhale. The low huff of his breath, coming rapidly 
as his shoulder rammed the door, hard enough to make it ache. He did it again. A third time. 
Though he knew it was too heavy. Too thick. And wouldn’t give. 


Find her. Help her. 

“You're not helping her like this.” 

Vakarian’s voice. Followed by another. One that stung. 
“Compose yourself, pup!” 


Saren. 


Nihlus keeled sideways against the door. He keened to himself. Light was streaming in 
through a set of curtains across the room. He could see his hand braced against the white 
metal. Smeared blue. His blood. He’d hurt himself again. But where? 


He looked down to take stock of himself. The cut was on his hand. A few glass shards were 
visible in his scales as he twisted his palm to the light. He must've broken the bottle when he 
squeezed. 


Nihlus hissed to himself. He’d messed up. He knew that. If he’d kept his cool, he could’ve 
stayed there. Could’ve stayed close to her. Watched her leave, and followed to see where they 
were taking her. 


Stay cool. It’s not too late. Fix this, Kryik. 


He tested the door again—though he knew it was locked. He’d have to wait. Aria would 
come to punish him sooner or later. At least, he hoped. 


Hope was all he had to open that door. Since he didn’t have Vakarian. Or an omni-tool, to try 
for himself. 


Light had left the window by the time the door finally opened again. 
It didn’t surprise him to see Aria. 
Though he was surprised to see her pleased. 


“You're lucky Benezia likes her turians rough. That was a bold move, losing composure like 
that. I managed a pretty lucrative cut with you. You’re looking at an official Helix investor." 
Her voice wasn't any less hard. "We'll have to work the logistics out once her partner returns 
at the end of the week.” 


Her hands were eased at her sides as she approached him. 


“T hate delays. So be at your best. I don't want Benezia backing out. Clear?” 


It took him a moment to remember—T’Loak had no reason to assume him as anything but a 
well trained, turian slave. And that little display... 


“You really have a thing for asari, don’t you?” 


She’d been thinking of someone else. Every time she’d used him. She’d taken his feeling— 
but that image. The turian woman. She wouldn’t know what Jane looked like, if all she ever 
saw was her. 


Fix this. 
“What can I say?” His tone was cursory. Smooth. “TI like pretty colors.” 


The words were pointed as he let her come close, running his talon up the side of her arm. 
She scoffed. Though she didn’t pull away. 


“Benezia has a room for you upstairs. Take my advice—avoid that biotic she brought with 
her. They’re testing a new Helix amp. The little shit isn’t friendly. And she’s got a handler 
who said he’d take a hand from anyone who touched her. Won't be back to get her until next 
week. So steer clear.” 


His blood spiked. Handler? Next week. 


“About gave my right one just to slap the attitude off of her when we met in the hall. Kid 
knocked shoulders with me and told me to move.” 


He clamped down on the urge to trill in amusement. Of course she would. 
“She’s—” Damn it, be cool, Kryik, “She’s not here, is she?” 


Aria rubbed her shoulder a little with her right hand. “Relax. It looked like she was headed to 
the training room in the basement. Your room is top floor. With a hell of a view.” He watched 
the asari turn. “I’m sure Benezia will visit you later. So get your ass up there. She’s eager to 
make your acquaintance.” 


Nihlus furled his talons into a fist. He bristled, but said nothing. The door stayed opened after 
she left. He stood for a second, staring out into the hall. Until he was sure she was gone. 


Navigating to the basement was easy. All the while he was thrumming, blood burning 
through him, calling out to her, like it could claw its way free to reach her faster. He followed 
the hall down to the nearest stairwell. Then farther down, still, until he was standing at an 
open doorway. 


It wasn’t real. He knew it couldn’t be. Something had happened to him. Aria had broken 
some part of his mind—to bring her here, to him, now. Was she real? 


She was standing with her back to him. Her hands were braced on the boxing bag in front of 
her. He could see the rise and fall of her shoulders, panting softly as her forehead fell to rest 
on the split leather. Her knuckles were red and bruised. 


Nihlus took a step into the room. Her fingers whitened as her grip tightened on the bag. 
“Jane.” 


He was afraid to say it. That she really was a dream. That he’d died, and gone somewhere 
better than he’d ever expected to go. 


Instead she took a step back. One hand fell to her side, the other still braced on the bag in 
front of her, like she was holding it at a distance. She didn’t turn to look at him. When she 
spoke it was soft. 


“Don’t.” 

It stung. 

You dont smell like her. Of course she doesn t want you. 
You left her. 

She hates you. 

“Jane. I...” 

Does she know what a whore you are, dog? 


Her hand curled to a fist at her side as he came closer. Nothing could've stopped him in that 
moment. She was right there. He could touch her if he wanted to. If she let him. 


“Dont.” 

Her voice wavered. Hoarse and low. 

“Fuck, Jane, I’m...I’m so sorr—” 

He reached for her. Wanting her warmth. Aching for it. Needing it like air. 


He didn’t expect her to move so fast. To grab him so quickly. To drop him down onto the 
padded floor, pinning him there before he realized she’d done it—tealized she even could. 


“T said don’t!” 


Spirits, she was on top of him. He could see her now. The blaze of her green eyes. Those 
delicate angles of her face, color speckled across her nose and cheeks like the stars above 
Palaven. 


“You can’t be here," she said. "You’re not supposed to be here.” 
He keened as her thighs squeezed his waist, hands gripping his fringe to keep him pinned. 


An expert maneuver. 


Where the hell had she learned it? 


“You were so close, Nihlus. I saw it. You were right there. You were out. You were free.” Her 
hand tightened on his cowl. Heat against the side of his neck. Her heat. Her smell. His 
instincts were climbing up. The way she had him pinned. Keeping him there—vight there. 
His leg slid up behind her, panting as he struggled to control it. Jane. 


“You can’t be here.” The last part fell away. A rasp through her teeth. 

“T couldn’t just leave you behind." 

He tried to keep his voice steady. To be firm. But he could hardly breathe. 

“So you went back?” 

She was angry. He felt her biotics flare. Would she lose control? 

That thin line along the side of her face grew warm. A faint ember of light. An implant. 
He reached for it. 

“What did they do to you?” 


It was heated to the touch. Just a single, vertical stroke, almost hidden in her hair—but not 
quite. He let the back of his talon glide across it gently. 


Her eyes searched his in a moment of silence. They glittered—a feeling—before she pulled 
back, but not away, hands slipping down to rest on his chest as she straddled him. A perfect 
fit. So soft and warm. Even like this. 


“Tt helps,” she said. Her voice was quiet. Tired. “So I don’t lose control.” 


He trilled for her. A soft sound. One that made her relax; if only a little. His talon ran further 
along her cheek, slipping back into her hair, until his hand was on the side of her face, 
cradling it. “Does it hurt?” 


He heard her inhale softly. A wavering breath. Like the question hurt most of all. She turned 
her face away, but he didn’t let her go. 


“Only when they put it in,” she said. Her dexterous fingers curled a little against his chest. 
“The asari, Benezia, she’s helping me learn how to turn it off and on. So I can decide when 
| res 


When I go into trance. 


She likely didn’t understand what was happening to her. Something that made him hurt, in 
more ways than one. 


He purred as her hand slid up, resting over his on the side of her face. Nihlus sat up in front 
of her, his leg propped to rest behind her, sitting together like they did so often before. She 


pulled his hand away to look down at it. A soft look, at first. Until her eyes found the thin 
lines on the scales of his wrist. Talon marks—his own. The only scars Aria couldn’t seem to 
erase. He’d nearly torn it off to get free. To get back to her. 


“Do these hurt?” A small line formed between the fur above her eyes. 


Nihlus ducked his head, bringing them closer. He could taste her now, on his tongue, straight 
down into his lungs, refilling him, erasing Aria, erasing the smell of his own blood. 


“No,” he answered softly. 
He couldn’t feel anything but her. 


She leaned closer to him then. Not letting go of his hand. Mouth inches from his. “We have to 
get you out of here,” she said quietly. 


His talons closed over her hand, squeezed softly. “I go where you go,” he said. 


Water fell from her eyes. A single glass-like bead. One he quickly erased by leaning in, 
running the side of his mandible along her cheek. He felt her stiffen. Squeeze his hand. 


“You can’t,” she said firmly, pulling away. 
He whined as he watched her go. 
“T can’t smell like you. He’ll...” 


Nihlus growled, a low sound, deep in his chest. “Your handler,” he said. It wasn’t a question. 
“Will he hurt you?” 


Spirits, was she in danger now? 


The line between her eyes deepened. Her gaze flickered from his. “Not me,” she replied. 
“He’ll think you...” her voice trailed off, then picked back up. “He made it clear to Benezia 
I’m not to be used.” 


Nihlus purred softly, guiding her hand to the front of his carapace. Once it was there he 
squeezed and let it go, reaching to run his talons through her hair. His other hand braced 
behind him on the mat. “I can take care of myself,” he told her softly. 


Her green eyes searched his. Worried. Her mouth parted slightly when she glanced down at 
his. He trilled at the sight. At the idea that she could still possibly want that. Want him. 


“What about Vakarian?’ she asked. 


“He’s out,” Nihlus said. Her shoulders eased a little when he did. “It seems he and T’Loak 
had a similar idea—taking me to Benezia to make a good impression.” 


If Aria makes good on her word, she could be sending their coordinates as they speak. 
Spirits, Vakarian could be on his way to them right now. On his way with a ship—courtesy 


that dead asari’s sizable pile of credits, just sitting on her omni-tool. The clever brat. He 
couldn’t wait to see the look on Vakarian's face when he realized Nihlus had reached their 
human first. 


If he finds you in time. 


The end of the week. That's all they had before whatever handler Jane had would come back 
for her--a thought that made Nihlus hiss. He’d like to see him try. 


He had her now. And he’d be damned if he let her go again. 
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“Try harder!” 
“I—” A gasp. A frantic claw for air. “T cant!” 
“Typical human—weak. Push me. Fight back!” 


He was on top of her. Pressing her down against the hard floor. She couldn t breathe. His 
muscles flexed as he leaned in, growling, the sting of talons—of teeth—burned in her skin. 
His breath was hot against the side of her face. 


“Pathetic! You disappoint her yet again—” 
—There ’s my girl... 

A brief flash. An image of her face on the vid. 
“Tf you can t fight back, what use are you?” 
Come here, baby. 


—the only thing she’d had when she’d arrived on the colony. Just that one image. That one 
small clip in time. 


“Show me who you are!” 

Such a brave girl. 

Her mother 8 voice. 

“You ’re nothing but a sla—”’ 

It was easier now. Easier every time. 


His eyes were electric in the dark. Staring up at her. His chest heaved as she straddled it, 
pinned beneath her, rumbling low, softly with that sound. The one that made him recoil, shove 
her off of him the second he did it, and leave her panting on the floor as he paced back 
toward the door with a snarl. 


“You get an hour 8 rest,”’ he was walking away as he spoke, “I have arrangements to make. 
You'll be ready to leave when I return...”’ The door slid open, sending light into the room. 
Enough to see the silver steel, a hard line across the side of his face as he turned his head 
back. Not much. But just enough. “Its time you’ve gotten your biotics under control.” 


She was left alone, then. In the dark. In the quiet. Wondering to herself, how he could 
possibly know that they weren t. 


Her sore eyes were fixed out the window of the high-rise, watching cars pass in the distant 
haze. He was purring softly. Purring for her. His talons were careful as they stroked her arm. 


“You didn’t sleep,” she said. 


It wasn’t meant as a question. He hadn’t stopped purring, hadn’t let his hand leave her for a 
second. 


“Neither did you,” he trilled softly. His touch graduated to her hair when he said it. She heard 
him inhale gently as he curled himself tighter around her. 


Dangerous, her mind warned. Her handler would know. Would smell him on her, and then 
he’d— 


“T don’t care,” Nihlus said, voice hushed and low, both sweet, and starkly defiant. Likely 
smelling her stress. “He can do what he wants to me. I’m not letting you out of my sight.” 


He didn’t know what he was saying. He hadn’t seen her handler for himself. It wouldn’t be 
that burning, pressed together, low growling, wrestle for control that happened with Garrus. It 
would be blood and teeth. With only one left standing. 


She knew enough about her turian handler to know that. 


And if she knew anything about Nihlus—treckless and stubborn—he’d do it anyway. Every 
single time. 


“What about your handler?” she said. 


They couldn’t stay here. She’d been there for the negotiation. Whoever Nihlus’s handler was 
—she’d used him as heavy leverage to invest with Benezia. Benezia would be expecting him 
to...the thought made her stomach knot. Had he been forced to do it before? 


“She doesn’t matter.” 


“Nihlus...” Jane rolled over to face him. There was something to his green eyes. A desperate 
look. Wild. One she’d never seen on him before. Like part of him was buried, just beneath 
the surface. 


She knew that look. She’d felt before on herself. Shut down. Do what you have to. Survive. 
And for Nihlus, that meant being reckless—reckless with himself. 


Help him. 
Do something. 


It was an instinct she didn’t know she had. One he’d helped her find. Bring him back. 


Her hand came to touch the side of his face. The plates were dark and smooth. Made darker 
by those skull-like markings, bright in the light of the window. He trilled softly as she seemed 
to admire it—a familiar sound. It came again as she lifted her face to his and let their mouths 
meet. 


He was still for a moment. Like he wasn’t breathing. 
“Jane.” 


All at once he relaxed. His talons grew firm in her hair and he came over her, pressing his 
mouth harder to hers, leg quickly tangling with her own. He let out a soft purr and pulled 
back to look at her beneath him on the bed. 


His green eyes were sharp. Present. Dilated. They roamed her face. Then lower, stopping 
suddenly at her throat. His purr lengthened into a growl. 


Before she could stop him he reached for the zipper of her jumpsuit, zipped high to the top of 
her neck, and pulled it down. 


It was her handler who kept zipped it so high. Though she prefered it that way—to hide what 
was underneath. Evidently not well enough for Nihlus. 


“Spirits...Jane.” 
She could feel the bruising when she swallowed. But otherwise managed to ignore it. 


Despite how rough he was with her, it seemed the only place her handler ever left any lasting 
marks. Though, he didn’t seem to like it. Given how insistent he was to keep her neck 
covered. 


He only touched the markings if he had her successfully pinned long enough during a spar. 
Just a brief skim, a soft trill—the sharp edge of his talon running along her skin. Ended by a 
shove away, and a sound of disgust. 


“Cover yourself.” 

She felt Nihlus reach for them. His talons hovered. Brushed softly. 
“Your handler,” his voice was quiet, a low rumble, “He’s turian?” 
There was tension to the words. Poised and cocked back. 


His eyes scanned the marks closely. Analyzing. There was no need to answer. The talon lines, 
the long bruises—it wasn’t really a question. 


Nihlus was silent for a long pause. Too long. She heard him inhale softly. Then bow his head, 
skim the side of her face with his, until his breath was there, warm against the side of her 
neck. He inhaled again. A sniff. 


The utter quiet that followed was disturbing. 


His breathing continued, short and shallow. His hand was on her bicep. She saw his arm flex 
as he squeezed. He didn’t exhale. Not for a long moment. And when he finally did, the sound 
he made scared her. So still and quiet. A low, rolling growl, like a curse her translator 
couldn’t pick up. 


“Why you?” he said softly. 
She didn’t understand. Though she didn’t think the question was meant for her. 


There was a beep as the door behind him slid open. Jane sat up quickly to see an asari in a 
serving uniform enter the room. 


“Human, your master is on call. He’s expecting you.” 


The asari's eyes darted to Nihlus. Then abruptly back to her. There was no missing the purple 
tinge to her face. 


“Forgive me. Benezia assured me you’d be...prepared.” 


Jane reached to pull up the zipper on her jumpsuit. The asari seemed to hesitate, pause, then 
look quickly to Nihlus again. 


“Ms. T’Loak is looking for you,” she said, much quieter. “She isn’t happy.” 


The words sent panic through her. Something she immediately squashed. Would his handler 
hurt him for it? Nihlus was still looking at her, and only her. 


“T’m meeting you later,” he said. Like he hadn’t even heard the asari. Stubborn, reckless—at 
least he seemed more like himself. 


She didn’t argue. She didn’t want to. Though she knew it was selfish. Whatever Benezia 
expected him to do...she wanted to know he was okay when it was done. Help him. 


She had to think of something. 


Nihlus’s handler was turning down the hall as she left the room. Her eyes found Jane first. 
Then moved to the asari who came swiftly between them. 


“T was just coming to find you, Ms. T’Loak,” the servant gestured down the opposite end of 
the hall. “I crossed your turian in the training room. He assured me he’d meet you in the 
dining hall in a moment.” 


An impressive lie. One that might spare Nihlus from his handler's anger. 


T’Loak shot a hard, final glance at Jane as she passed before snapping at the servant to tell 
him to hurry. 


The communications room was near the head of the top floor. Likely the place she frequented 
the most in the few short days she’d been here—outside of the training room. She could hear 
Benezia inside when she approached the door. 


“T can assure you; she is in good hands. Helix is the best in its class when it comes to 
implants—as you well know. The beta launch was bound to garner attention. There is no 
reason for concern.” 


Jane paused, hand on the door, hearing the turian growl over the comms. His voice was low 
and rough when he spoke. 


“Spare me. I’m not interested in your appeasement. Bring her in. My business with you is 
finished.” 


He was angry. About what, she couldn’t tell. But she knew it was best not to make him wait. 


When she opened the door Benezia had already turned, clearly taking her dismissal. Her eyes 
went to Jane. A hard look, almost...sour. 


It wasn't the first time the asari had looked at her that way. Only when her handler wasn’t 
watching, couldn’t see it for himself. It left her with the feeling that Benezia didn’t 
particularly like her. Though she wasn't sure why. And didn't care enough to find out. 


The asari uttered to her under her breath as she passed. 
“Human.” 


The turian on screen was leaned over his own comms table, talons braced on either side of 
the controls. The room around him was dark, obscuring parts of him, something she’d come 
to expect. His eyes were sharp as they fixed on her behind the camera. 


The door slid shut, leaving her alone in the room. For a moment he only watched her. 


It was strange, the difference between him and Nihlus. There was always something with 
Nihlus, a low trill, a soft click, purring quietly whenever he looked at her. 


The turian in front of her was utterly silent. His eyes only tracked her, hard and focused. 
Predator. 


“Auman.” 


She stood tall in front of the screen. Predator or not—she’d learned well and hard not to 
shrink under him. 


The turian cocked his head. She imagined his fringe narrowed—though she couldn’t see it for 
herself. 


“Benezia has been soft on you. You haven’t trained today.” 


It wasn’t a question. She didn’t scramble to offer an excuse. He wouldn’t give her the chance 
even if she tried. 


“Unacceptable,” he rumbled. “It seems Benezia is full of disappointments.” A growl lingered 
behind his words. Was he angry with the asari? “I’ve allowed my personal business to delay 


me long enough. I’ll be returning to you tomorrow.” 

Her hands clenched tighter in their knot behind her back. A day. Nihlus... 

“T can deal with whatever guests she’s welcomed without my consent once I’m there.” 
Think of something, damn it. 

“Has the breach on your ship been dealt with?” she asked. 


That same, disturbing silence came again. The turian straightened and stood away from the 
control panel. “It has not. I’ve yet to locate the ones responsible. Though I expect to...quite 
soon.” 


His shoulders eased back as he clasped his hands. A posture that made him look dangerous, 
showing a flash of his shoulder, the muscle of his arm in the light of the screen. 


“T trust in the meantime you have not been touched.” 
The shift was sudden. Hes going to find out. He's going to smell him on you. 


“T sparred with one of the servants last evening in the training room. Other than that, Benezia 
has made your instructions clear.” 


She blamed her early years as a shit kid for teaching her how to lie. If he smelled Nihlus, at 
least she'd have an excuse. 


Silence seized the air. An angry, sharp inhale over the comms. Redirect. Deflect. Lie. 
“Ts that why you were angry with Benezia?” 


His silence continued for one terrifying moment as his eyes drilled hers. Discerning. Finally 
he clicked. 


“How astute, human.” Seething and disingenuous. He seemed to battle with something a 
second before he continued. “This morning I was alerted that vids of your training with 
Benezia have been leaked to several interested parties,” the last part was said with heavy 
disdain. 


He leaned back in over the control panel with a rumbling growl. Light caught silver on the 
side of his face. That razor mandible she’d seen more than once now. Enough to make her 
wonder what it was. An implant—or something else. An old wound. 


“The asari is testing my patience. Her security is as weak as her judgment. Whatever guest 
Benezia has invited without my consent has proven untrustworthy. As I suspected.” 


She watched his talons close in, hands turning to fists on the comms panel. 


“You will stay in sight of Benezia until I can return to you. If any new guests are welcomed 
by the asari before I do, you will retreat to this room and contact me immediately. Am I 


clear?” 


“These interested parties,” she took a step closer to the screen, until she was looking up at 
him. She saw those strange, mechanical wires on his arm tighten, flexing like muscle. “What 
are they interested in?” 


She heard him growl. A low, long rumble. He ducked his head, looking over her, eyes hard 
and fixed on hers. 


“You,” he said. 
Slavers. 


Would Benezia let them in? The idea made something coil tight inside of her. A feeling, of 
what it would be like with another handler. At least with him she was..she had... What—her 
mind cut in—freedom? 


The turian didn’t seem the type to trust easily. And he trusted the asari enough to leave her 
here. But Benezia already welcomed that asari, T’Loak, in to discuss investments. 
Investments in what? No wonder he was angry with Benezia. 


The turian on screen gave a hard click. Likely irritated by her sudden silence. 
“T’ll be there at 0600. Do as I’ve said.” 


The screen went dark as he sent a talon down hard on the comm controls. Jane stood in the 
sudden quiet. Her biotics flared, pricked the air, only to recede as her temple grew warm. 


It was a new feeling—being able to control it. She’d been terrified when they’d put it in. But 
the turian, for all he seemed to be, hadn’t lied when he said it would help her. She was able to 
focus whenever she used her biotics in training. And turn them off when they threatened to 
overwhelm her. It kept her mind in the present—kept the images at bay—and let her choose 
how and when to let it happen. It wasn’t any less scary when it did. The damage she could 
do...what Axia had trained her to do...it didn’t make that any different. But at least she had 
control. 


Training with Benezia had been surprisingly effective—despite the asari’s obvious dislike for 
her. Her handler had been clear that Benezia was experienced. 


“She is the most talented biotic I’ve encountered since the war. I’ve taken a risk to bring you 
here. I expect you to learn from her. So that you will become even better.” 


She was surprised that he hadn’t come with her. Instead he’d sent someone to collect her the 
night after they’d landed. 


“T need to return my ship and crew to friendly airspace. I will be back for you in a week. You 
will use this time well. Do not waste my efforts on you, human.” 


Though the next morning Benezia had reported he was still grounded at the station. She’d 
overheard the asari trying to talk him down over the comms just beforehand. 


“..Maintenance reports an issue with the calibrations just prior to the breach. The ship is 
not cleared for takeoff until the issue is fixed.” 


He’d been thrumming. More than angry. Snarling as he ordered Benezia, “She will not leave 
your sight.” 


There was a commotion on the top floor as she left the comms room. 


She paused in the doorway to listen. There was a hard thud. The shriek of scraping metal. A 
rasping, desperate sound. A voice. One she recognized immediately. 


It hit her hard. Like a punch to the gut. 
Nihlus. 


She saw his handler emerge from one of the rooms at the head of the hall. Her sleeves were 
rolled back. Was she out of breath? 


“Hey,” Jane barked. The asari’s eyes flickered to hers. They narrowed as she came toward her 
down the hall. “What the hell did you do?” 


She could see it caught the asari, T’Loak, off guard. Her voice was hard. She didn’t look 
away, even when T’Loak turned and faced her head on. 


“Does that handler of yours let you speak to him like that? You’ve got a mouth on you, 
human.” 


Jane didn’t stop until she was in front of her. Not letting her pass. “Answer the question,” she 
said. 


T’Loak scoffed. There was another thud through the door behind her. “My turian had a little 
trouble staying put for Benezia.” The asari took another step toward her. Her voice dropped, 
turning coy, “Thought I’d help him out. And give him some...incentive to perform.” 


Jane’s hand curled into a fist. The asari knocked shoulders with her as she moved past her 
toward the stairs. 


“If you want a ride you’d better talk to Benezia first. I heard she hates to share.” 


She didn’t watch her go. Her eyes were on the door in front of her. There was another thud. 
The shriek of metal across the floor. A low snarl. 


T’Loak’s footsteps disappeared down the stairs. Help him. Do something. 
When she took a step toward the door, it slid open on its own. 
Unlocked. 


It didn’t need to be. 


“Nihlus...” 


He was sitting on the floor when she entered. His head was hung, green eyes distant and 
sharp. Focused on something far away. 


“Hey.” 


It was like he didn’t hear her. Not at first. His eyes stayed fixed, sat back against the 
footboard of the bed, broad chest moving with shallow, rapid breath. After a second he made 
a sound. Halfway between a growl and a trill. His head turned first, followed by his gaze. 


The second his eyes landed on her, his reaction was immediate. 


He came up on his knees, fringe narrowing, eyes growing from pinpoints to dilated in an 
instant. She heard him trill. The muscle on his bicep jumped as he yanked at the restraint on 
his arm keeping him cuffed to the bedrail. 


“Jane.” 


She came several paces into the room. His arm jerked again. When it didn’t come free his 
other hand reached, razor talons unfurling, making a soft growl. 


She’d seen him do it before. Collar on, left alone in their cage. She knew how much damage 
he could do to himself to get free. His talons hooked around the cuff on his arm. It streaked 
blood across the dark scales of his wrist. 


The asari was an idiot to leave him like this. 


“Nihlus, don’t.” She took a few more steps into the room. The second she was close he 
lurched toward her, shoulder flexing as his arm jerked against the cuff. Blue blood was now 
dripping onto the rug beneath his knees. 


It was that look. The same wild sharpness to his eyes that she’d seen twice before. /nstinct. 
He wasn’t himself. If he wanted to he could hurt her. 


Jane hesitated just outside of his reach. Nihlus growled again. Metal shrieked as he yanked at 
the cuff, making the bed lurch across the floor. 


Fuck, he’s strong. 
The rail creaked. Could he break it? 


“Jane,” he said again. His voice was low. Almost a growl. “I can’t...” he panted, a frantic 
sound, “Are you real?” 


Real? 


“Nihlus—your arm. Let go.” 


His talons were digging in viciously around the metal cuff. Squeezing more blood with a flex 
of his hand. He didn’t seem to notice. Didn’t seem to care. His green eyes were searching her 
face—panicked. 


“Come here,” he rasped. 

Help him. 

Dangerous. 

He's bleeding. 

Predator. 

Jane cursed, glancing back at the door. 


His head cocked when she looked at him. The plates on the side of his face slid back as he 
inhaled. Like he was smelling her on the air. Sensing her fear. 


It made him react in a way she didn't understand. 


His thighs flexed as he rose fully onto his knees. His broad shoulders eased back, letting go 
of his arm to showcase the muscle of his chest. He made a purring sound, deep and low, 
running one curved talon down the front of his narrow waist. 


“Female.” 


A low rasp. Making heat climb instantly in her face. She watched his head cock again. 
Showing a glimpse of his soft throat to her. Posturing. Christ, he looked... 


“Come here.” 

His talon ran lower down the inside of his thigh. Luring her attention. 
“Let me touch you.” 

Are you real? 


She knew what the asari was doing to him. Making him see things that weren’t there. And 
she knew how hard it could be, coming down, not knowing what was real and what wasn’t. 


Show him. Let him feel you. 


Heat crept up inside of her. Burned by how badly she wanted him to. At how often she’d 
thought of him, his touch, his tongue, lying in the dark at the bottom of her handler’s ship. 


His pupils flexed as she came closer. Giving him what he wanted. He made a fast and hungry 
sound when he reached for her. His scales burning hot. Hand on her wrist, pulling her to him. 


It took her over in an instant—how much she’d missed this. Missed him. Missed feeling him 
wrap himself around her, over her, breathe her in, The heat of his scales. The soft skim of his 


cheek on hers. How safe it felt to be with him. Even here. Now. Nihlus was safety. Home. 
“Human. I can feel you...so warm.” 


His other arm moved like it wanted to wrap around her. Only to jolt, stopped short by the cuff 
on the bed. The rail bowed slightly from the repeated force. 


He didn’t seem to care, talons gripping her tighter as he ran his face along her jaw, then 
lower, skimming the top of her neck, brushing bruised skin that made her wince. 


She sucked in a breath. Felt him bristle the second she did. He inhaled again. His purr 
deepened into a growl. 


He was fast. Faster than her. Faster than her handler could ever be. She was on her back in a 
second. He rose over her, reaching for the zipper on her jumpsuit, forcing it down with a 
snarl. His hand pushed in to run across her stomach, coming to grip her naked waist beneath 
the fabric. 


“T can smell him on you.” 


His voice was dangerously low. Poised to strike. He rumbled, making her inhale sharply as 
his heated, dry tongue came to lave at the marks on her throat. 


“Nihlus, don’t—he’ll, god...” she gasped, “He’Il kill you.” 
Would he? 


His hand squeezed her waist. She felt the muscle on his arm flex as he brought her up, 
brought her body against his, and she could feel him, hard against her thigh. Ready for her. 
She stifled a sound as his knee rode up between her legs. His breath was hot against the side 
of her neck. 


“Not if I kill him first,” he said. 
He caught her ankle with his spur. 


“Let him smell me, human.” There was an edge to his voice. Sharp and burning hot. Angry. 
“Fucking tell him I touched you. I want him to know. Bring him right to me.” 


Nihlus was poised over her. His leg coiled with hers. He was thrumming, body hot, yanking 
again at the cuff on his arm. There was a shriek. A clang. A heavy thud. Like a shot his other 
hand came to grip her waist. 


“T’11 show him how real it is.” 


Her mind stammered on his words. Tried to make sense of them. But couldn’t. He was 
pinning her beneath him, pushing himself between her legs, making it impossible to think of 
anything but him. His broad chest rumbled against hers—a slow, lethal sound. 


“Let me mark you, human. I smell your need. It should smell like me.” 


She rocked up on the floor as he thrust against her once, hard. Teasing her with the 
movement. 


“All of you should smell like me,” he purred, rubbing his face along hers. His tongue snaked 
down the front of her throat. The tip brushed the top of her exposed collarbone. 


Her hand went to his side—to those smooth, snake-like scales, heated beneath her fingers. A 
sensitive place on a turian. A lesson learned from Nihlus, nailed in hard by her handler. 


When she brushed it he trilled. She felt the subtle flex of his narrow waist. Responding to the 
touch. 


His talons raked dangerously down her middle. Catching the zipper of her jumpsuit. He 
lowered himself over her, pressing his body to hers. Displaying it to her. Offering. 


Dangerous. You’re risking him. Don t be selfish. 


Her head rolled back as he ran his mouth against her throat. “I’ve missed you,” he trilled 
softly. 


I want it. 


The thought was like a gunshot. Gripping her. Dragging her down inside of it until there was 
nothing left. A free thought—an impulse—something she wanted, just for herself. Him. 


“Not if I kill him first.” 


Her hand slid lower, down the toned plain of his stomach, feeling the heat of his erection 
between them, heavy and warm when she gripped it. She turned her face against his. Rubbing 
it the way he always did. 


“Nihlus,” her voice was breathless. "I want you." A command. 
He didn't need to be told twice. 


Nihlus gripped the open front of her jumpsuit and yanked it down with a growl. It brought 
her hips to his with a hard jolt. She felt his cock slide up her naked stomach, skimming 
between her legs, mingling his wetness with hers. 


God, he was big. 


It was going to hurt. But she didn’t care. Her other leg came to catch him by the hip. Her 
thighs squeezed, drew him in, hard. More than an offer. A demand. 


He hissed, one hand slamming the floor above her head. “Fuck.” 
It was all it took. 


Nihlus snarled. 


His hips cocked back, thrust forward, once up her stomach, rubbing more slickness against 
her, then again. A dead aim. 


Her body arched off the floor when he entered her. He didn’t stop, thrusting out and back 
again as fire burned its way inside of her. Stretching to take him. Pleasure and pain. 


Jane choked on a moan. 
“So soft, human,” he rasped. 


He thrust again, narrow stomach flexing with the movement, gripping her by the waist as he 
dragged her farther under him. 


“Take all of me,” he panted. Another thrust, pushing himself farther in. His face buried in her 
neck. “I want to feel it.” 


He bucked against her, harder, letting his hand slide up to run his thumb across the front of 
her throat. The ridges of his cock were rubbing perfectly—right there—making her legs 
squeeze around him. The perfect hold to pin a turian. 


His next thrust was deep. It made her gasp. A brief flash of white. So close. 


She felt his cock pulse inside of her. He was growing slicker, hotter, making her moan as she 
said his name. His talons were in her hair, pulling her face to his so he could press their 
mouths together. 


“Taste me, human.” 


His tongue came out and she took it without hesitation. His breath was hot against her mouth. 
The taste of him was metallic and dry—utterly his. 


She loved it. Feeling his tongue push down to the threshold of her throat. Like he wanted her 
to suck. Like he needed it. An instinct she didn't understand. One she gave into immediately. 


He keened the second she did. She felt him shudder. Felt his cock jump, grow firmer, and 
warmth spread out inside of her. So much it was quick to run out, dripping beneath them on 
the floor. 
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“Jane...” 


She expected him to pull out—ready to miss the heat and pressure of him inside of her. 
Instead he huffed, thrust harder, and she felt the base of his erection swell as it pushed against 
her. 


“Fuck!” 


Pleasure sparked. It was enough to send her immediately over the edge. Her legs flexed, 
making him purr, reaching to grab him, pull him against her, feel the heat of his body as the 
first part of it breached her. 


It was too much. Too perfect. Like his body was made for it. For her. He made a soft grunt, 
panting against the side of her face. 


“Take it, Jane,” he rasped. “Please.” 


She swallowed another moan—someone was going to hear them—wondering how he could 
possibly fit. He was writhing against her, panting, like even the little he'd managed was 
intense—too much. Like his body was on the edge of something. 


Her head rolled back on the floor. She heard him whine. “More,” she said hoarsely. 


He made a sound, almost human, a low, stifled moan. The burn was hotter, and he had to grab 
her waist to keep from pushing her away as the base of his cock breached her further. 


The feeling of him was blinding. Making it hard to breathe. So hard and slick inside of her. It 
sent her right back over the edge in an instant. He grunted, followed by a keening whine as he 
felt her come again. It made the base of his cock swell even more. 


“Spirits, you’re taking so much of me.” 


He rocked against her a little, like he couldn’t stop himself. “Please, Jane,” he panted. “All of 
it.” His eyes were engorged, only a halo of green behind his dark pupils as he moved to look 
down, watching himself sink farther in. 


She was close again, right there. Like he was pressing all of her buttons at once. Making it 
impossible to think of anything, feel anything, but him, all around her, gripping her under 
him. She wanted it. 


Her body arched against his. Making his tongue lull out to race across the peak of her bare 
breast. Breath hot. She took him by the fringe, pulled him more firmly into the gesture. 


Her voice was dry and low when she spoke. “All the way.” 


It did something to him. She felt his fringe bristle, heard him growl. His mouth moved up her 
collar bone, breath like a flame as it parted, opened wider, and she felt— 


“Nihlus!” 


His teeth were sharp. He bit, firmly, as he bucked hard against her, forcing himself all the 
way inside. 


Any pain she felt was overwhelmed by a sudden, devastating wave of pleasure. Her body 
arched as he grunted, keened, spilling into her with a sudden rush of warmth. 


It came in waves--the rush of heat with each jump of his cock, as deep as he could go, 
keeping her pinned beneath him with the light squeeze of his jaws. The low burn of his teeth 
at her throat. 


Her breath collapsed with a gasping moan. It seemed to last, longer than expected, until the 
world lost color, and all she could feel, all she could see, was him. When she came down she 


felt him purring. He was licking softly where his teeth had been just moments before. 
“So well, Jane,” he trilled softly. “You take me so well.” 


She could still feel him pulsing inside of her. They were coiled together, his face buried in her 
neck—too close to see him. Though the way he was panting, the occasional flex of his body 
against hers, followed by a soft grunt, told her his orgasm hadn’t finished. 


Eventually the pressure keeping them locked together began to lessen. The waves of heat, the 
heavy pulse of his cock came fewer until it stopped. By then they’d been lying there much 
too long. 


Too long, but not enough. Never enough with Nihlus. 
He was here. He’d come back for her. 
When he slid out of her she found herself missing the feeling of him—wishing he would stay. 


There was no clean up this time. Whatever he’d done to her, whatever way he came, nothing 
slipped out as she sat up, letting him pull the zipper of her jumpsuit up around her neck. 
Leaving the spot where he’d bitten her exposed to the air. 


He skimmed her cheek with his and made a low purr. 

“Are you alright?” 

His talons came to stroke the back of her hair, where it’d rested on the floor. Jane nodded. 
His eyes were still dark and blown as they searched her face. 

“My handler is coming back in the morning,” she said quietly. 


Nihlus’s purring went silent. Jane looked away from him. Her jaw fluttered, biting down on a 
small flicker of anger. 


“T’m sorry. I should’ve told you before...” 


“Hey.” Nihlus brought the smooth side of his talon beneath her chin. He turned her face back 
to his. “I meant what I said.” His eyes held hers intently. “I’m not letting him take you. I'll 
take care of him," he said. "After that—” he voice grew quiet, tender—"I’Il take you 
wherever you want to go.” 


Heat returned to her face. The way he studied her was soft. His face solemn and sure. 


All at once his softness sharpened. His pupils dialed in, and his fringe narrowed. She watched 
his head duck as it turned toward the door. 


They’d been too focused on each other to hear her come in. T’Loak was standing in the open 
doorway. Her forearm flexed beneath her rolled up sleeve as her hand made a fist. 


“T fucking knew it.” 


Her voice was hard. But not as hard as Jane would expect. The asari took one step into the 
room. Nihlus bristled, growled. 


“Save it,” T’Loak snapped. “Came back to uncuff your ass from the bed. Benezia has guests. 
Thought she might like to show off her best piece.” 


Guests? 

“What guests?” Jane said. 

The asari gave a disingenuous laugh. “Like I know. Get up. She wants you to meet them.” 
Jane felt her stomach take a dive. 

“Did you see them?” 


“Does it look like I know who they are? They just landed. They’ Il be in the door any second. 
Let’s go!” 


The asari came toward them, keying something on her omni-tool. The cuff on Nihlus’s arm 
released and she snagged his wrist, pulling it to her, followed by the hiss of medigel being 
applied to his scales. 


Nihlus glanced at Jane. A question. Likely smelling her stress—a fact she’d learned from her 
handler. Her eyes shifted to him. Just a flash. But enough. 


“Returning me to my handler already?” Nihlus asked. He ducked his head to look back at 
T’Loak. 


The question seemed cursory. Coy. Familiar. Though she could see in his eyes he was 
thinking something. Watching the asari closely—gathering information. The asari gave a hard 
scoff. 


“T’d do it if I could,” she rebuffed. “Haven’t heard a word from him since sending the bastard 
our coordinates. Probably as sick of you as I am.” She released his arm with a small shove. 
“Get dressed and move.” 


Was she teasing him? 


Jane stood, zipping her jumpsuit up beneath her chin. “Tell Benezia she can wait. I need to 
stop by the comms room first.” 


The asari turned strategically before Jane could bump past her toward the open door. “You 
say that like I care.” 


Jane didn’t response, coming out into the hall. She glanced back at Nihlus. His green eyes 
were on her—just her. 


She hoped she was wrong. Hoped her handler was wrong. And Benezia wasn’t... 
“Human.” 
Shit. 


Benezia was emerging from the comms room just as Jane cleared the top of the staircase. 
Jane glanced at the door behind her—to the black comm screen inside. The control panel was 
dark and unlit. Off? 


“Perfect timing. Come.” The asari extended her arm, as if to guide her back to the stairs. “We 
have several Helix investors here to view the implant. You can show them how it works.” 


That ridiculous headpiece she wore drew Jane’s attention as Benezia inclined her head. There 
was a brittle quality to her words. As unfriendly as ever. Jane lifted an eyebrow. 


“My handler asked me to report again,” she said, voice neutral—ungiving. “I can meet you 
downstairs when I’m finished.” 


“Nonsense.” A warning shot went off in head as the asari brought her arm around Jane’s 
shoulders and herded her back toward the stairs. “I heard no such command for him myself.” 


Do something. 
Don t fight. 
“Bite back!” 
Survive. 


Benezia was better than her. More skilled—stronger. She’d trained with the asari herself. If 
her handler was right, if Benezia had other plans for her, this wasn’t going to be a fight she 
could win. The asari was going to sell her. She was going to lose Nihlus again. 


"Try harder!" 


Her handler's voice dragged her back into focus. Damn the odds. The turian was right. This 
was about pride. About living, and dying, by who she was. A human—a person. Not a slave. 
Never again. 


If Benezia intended to sell her out from under her handler—Jane would make damn sure not 
to go down without a fight. 


She could see several guests standing at the head of the dining room near the door as they 
descended the stairs. They were dressed in armor. Armor she recognized the second she saw 
it. 


Batarian. 


“Tarak.” The one at the end of the table turned when Benezia said his name. “So good of you 
to come on such short notice.” 


“You said you had both.” The batarian postured a little. He had a gun in one arm. 
Shit. A big gun. 

“Damn the odds, human!” 

“Xilo wants both of them back. Said they’re fun to watch.” 


The name made her blood burn. Nihlus... Her biotics pricked the air as Benezia brought her 
to the head of the table. 


“A fool’s errand, human,” Benezia said beneath her breath. “Four to one. It would be over 
before it'd begun.” 


She’d have to wait. Find that sweet spot—a split second when no one was looking at her. 
She’d go for the batarian first. Jarak. If she got any of them—it would be him. 


“Ms. T’Loak will bring him down shortly. I’ve already compensated her handsomely for the 
turian. She won’t cause issue.” 


Jane’s hand closed into a fist at her side. 


“Excellent.” The batarians mouth quirked—a familiar expression. “My brother was growing 
impatient. When that little salarian rat told me Aria had the turian for herself, I almost didn’t 
believe him. She’s not the type to keep slaves for—” 


“T think you’d be surprised by my type, Tarak.” 


The batarian's eyes moved behind her. She didn’t miss the way he gripped his gun. Jane 
looked back, just enough to see Nihlus following T’Loak down the stairs. His eyes were on 
the batarian in front of her. Dead sights. Ready for a fight. 


Good. 


“My thanks for the tip on my little rat problem.” T’Loak had a pistol in her hand as she came 
to stand at the bottom of the stairs. “I assume you gentlemen are here to do business.” 


Nihlus shifted his gaze to Jane. Just a flicker. His fringe narrowed as he turned back to the 
batarian. 


“They’re only here for the biotic and the turian,” Benezia turned her head, clasping her hands 
behind her back. She had the same militant posture as her handler. Leaving her to wonder 
where she must’ve learned it. “Our deal still stands. Your investment has not changed.” 


“T thought Helix was clean,” T’Loak’s voice was cold, disinterested. “I never would’ve cut 
the deal if I’d known you were throwing my money into a slaver ring. As far as I’m 
concerned, we don’t have a deal.” 


Benezia’s posture turned just a little more rigid. The batarian, Tarak, scoffed. 
“What reason does Aria T’Loak have for going clean?” 
T’Loak didn’t flinch at the question. 


She saw Nihlus duck his head to look at Benezia, still facing Tarak and his friends. “You 
really think Arterius will be happy with you for selling his biotic out from under him?” he 
rumbled. Cool and poised. 


Benezia laughed. A hard, joyless sound. Her eyes shifted to Jane. That look. Sour. More than 
dislike. Hate. She heard Nihlus growl. 


“Saren and I have an established and long-standing bond. He needs no biotic other than me. 
The human has weakened his judgment,” Benezia said. 


Her handler...Saren. 


“Tt seems like my information was wrong about you Benezia.” T’Loak’s grip cinched on the 
pistol in her hand. “You don’t have a thing for turians. You have a thing for one.” Her finger 
moved over the trigger. “Jealousy’s a bitch, isn’t it?” 


Jane felt her heart dial in as T’Loak raised her gun at Tarak. “Too bad for you, I have a thing 
for not getting played.” 


Tarak had his gun up in an instant. “You wanna get rough with this, we can, T’Loak.” 

She heard Nihlus click. “We can get as rough as you want,” he growled. 

Now. 

Tarak’s eyes were honed in. Focused on the asari down the barrel of his gun. Kill him now. 


Her biotics spiked. Just an instant. Only a pulse. Before she could do more, there was a 
sound. Barely audible. A quiet clink. 


Tarak’s blood sprayed the wall beside him. His rifle skittered toward Nihlus across the floor 
as it fell. The batarian followed a second later. 


It was a clean shot, a dead aim through the side of his head. 


One of the batarians half-lifted his gun. The other took a step back. Jane studied the blood on 
the wall before turning, following the line of sight to the window across the room. It took a 
second to see it. Just a small hole through the glass. 


“Sniper...” Nihlus. “Jane, get down!” 


One of the batarian’s turned to make a run for the door. Another clink hit the glass and the 
slaver was down before the first step. 


“S.0.S., we need back up—now!” 


She didn’t catch him fast enough. The batarian was shouting into his omni-tool when she hit 
him. The room softened. Grew hazy. Bringing him—yjust him—into focus. 


She slammed into him with the full force of her biotics. The pulse of the amp came to life, 
warmth that kept her grounded, kept her sharp as she sent it outward, ready to lift him—only 
for a loud pop to send him slack against the floor. 


Jane looked up to see T’Loak extending her gun. Smoke whisked the barrel. “We’Il have 
more Suns incoming any second,” she shouted. 


Jane looked down to see Tarak’s gun just in reach. 
“Benezia—back off!” 


She heard Nihlus snarl. Turned to see Benezia lift a hand straight at her. The familiar pulse of 
her biotics scorched the air. 


Jane didn’t think. She kicked Tarak’s gun toward Nihlus and braced herself. She heard two 
shots hit the window. Glass shattered. Headlights flooded the room and a burst of rapid 
gunfire nailed the wall behind her. Benezia’s biotics hit her head on. 


“Blue Suns, two o’clock!” 


T’Loak’s voice barely carried as Jane scrambled to catch herself. She hit the dining room 
doors, burst through, sliding several feet back across the floor as she landed. She barely had 
time to gather herself before fire rocketed through the window in a hailstorm of glass. 


Missiles. 


This was going to be one hell of a fight. 
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“Jane!” 
Spirits, where was she? 


He couldn’t see her. Couldn’t see anything but fire and smoke and the spark of bullets on 
metal—ano, no, no, not again— 


“Jane!” 


He heard the high-wire sound of rappelling rope, the thud of boots on glass, and a pair of 
armored Suns dropped in through the shattered window into the dining room. 


The butt of the rifle met his shoulder as he raised it. Lined the sights. Two shots and the first 
was down. Before he could aim, the second was on the floor—a clean shot through the 
helmet. 


Sniper. 

“Where the hell is it coming from?” T’Loak called out. 

And why are they shooting at them and not us? 

Though that didn’t matter to him right now. There was only one thing that did. 


He realigned his sights on Benezia, who'd been thrown several feet from the stairs with the 
blast. Her eyes were fixed on Jane as she rose to her feet. Hard and angry—more than angry. 
Hate. 


Nihlus didn’t think. He pulled the trigger. 
Too slow. 


The air around her darkened. The shape of her faded. In a second she was gone. He heard 
Aria shout, “More Suns!”’, turning to aim at the doors just as Benezia materialized on the 
other side. 


Jane. 
He could see her, feel her, as her biotics flared and threw Benezia out of sight. 
There s my girl. 


He felt his fringe flare a little at the sight. She was strong. 


There was a low whir, a bright flash, followed by the boom of another missile as it fired. 
More glass showered onto the floor. Though the missile hadn’t been fired at them. 


“Ts that another ship?” T’Loak pulled the trigger at a krogan that dropped in from the 
hovering Suns craft. 


Nihlus ducked his head to shoot a glance out the window. He could see it, smaller than the 
other, with a gun arm instead of any heavy artillery. Its shield had deflected the projectile, 
though it wobbled. A second later it fired back at the Suns craft with a rapid fire of bullets. 


An ally? 


Something hot skimmed his arm. He felt blood come, a slight sting—the bite of a bullet— 
yanking his attention back to the advancing mercs. 


Dont let them flank. Force them back. 


He locked in on a couple, down and out in a second, hopping the toppled table for cover to 
check his mag with a rough slap to the belly of his rifle. Tarak had a couple of extra clips on 
his belt he managed to snag before exchanging fire with a group that had breached the inner 
door. 


They were coming in through the front now. Bigger in number. They had to push through or 
they’d be pinned. 


“T’Loak, advance to the front! Don't give them ground!” 
And he needed sights on Jane. 


The ally ship took another hit from the Suns craft before dipping low and circling away. He 
saw the fire of the landing gear engage. Whoever they were--he had a feeling they were about 
to meet. 


He’d barely managed to push through into the entry hall before he saw Jane land a hit to 
Benezia head on. 


Nihlus raised his sights and fired a quick shot, catching the asari in the side before she was 
thrown back by the force of Jane’s biotics. 


A merc entered through the front door with their sights raised on her six. 
Not on his fucking watch. 
Nihlus raised his rifle. Dead sights to the head. A kill shot. 


He took another shot to the thigh—one he barely felt as he saw Benezia lift Jane from the 
ground with a static grip. 


“Benezia—drop her!” 


He set his aim. Fired a shot her shield deflected. Cursed. She was lifting her higher. Too high. 
Nihlus fired again. 


“T’Loak!” 


The asari was closer. Battling back a squad of four coming through from the dining area. 
Close enough to reach Benezia if she tried. 


“A little busy!” the asari answered. 


Nihlus snarled. Fired another shot. Benezia’s shield flickered. Weakened. Another bullet 
grazed his side. A pair of batarians were rounding to flank him. They'd be on him in another 
second. If he shot again, he'd drop Benezia's shield. 


He recognized the decision the second it came. Save Jane. Or save himself. 
Though it wasn’t even a question. It was her. Always her. 


He fired at Benezia and braced. Saw the spray of blood out of his peripheral as both batarians 
were taken out with a single shot. A perfect line up. A sniper's aim. 


“Kryik, catch her!” 
Vakarian. 


He recognized his voice the second it came. He was advancing in through the front, rifle 
aimed and raised at Benezia, her shields down. 


Nihlus didn’t hesitate. He slung the gun over his back by the strap and ran for her, hearing the 
muted pop of Vakarian’s sniper as he fired. 


Nihlus had to slide to catch her—but he didn’t miss. He never missed. 


He curled in to lessen her impact. Jane’s eyes were sharp and focused, never leaving Benezia 
as the asari fell. 


It was a solid shot. Benezia had barely managed to deflect, hitting her just shy of the chest. 


Jane made a sound, a growl, almost turian in force, scrambling out from the shelter of his 
arms and towards Benezia head on. 


“We’ve got an incoming vehicle!” Vakarian shouted. He was firing at the mercs swarming 
Aria near the dining room doors. 


“Damn it, more Suns?” T’Loak called. She sent a double shot through a krogan's body armor 
and tapped him out. 


Nihlus kept his sights on Benezia. Firing to guard Jane’s six as she gave the asari another 
head-on biotic slam. 


Spirits, she was vicious. 
“Unmarked car,” Garrus answered. “Shit, it’s got guns. Wait—is that—” 


A rapid burst of gunfire. There was a flash of light. A boom that rattled the floor and sent 
glass skittering across the tile. 


“Suns ship is down!” 


He could feel the heat of burning fuel wash in through the opened door. A door Jane was 
thrown through as Benezia caught her flank and sent her flying. 


“Jane!” 
Garrus’s voice was panicked. Nihlus was already after her—no hesitation. 


The outside air was blistering and tight with smoke. Jane landed just as a car pulled up over 
the dock, avoiding her narrowly. It sent a spray of bullets over the Suns still fleeing from the 
wreckage—leaving none behind. 


Jane scrambled, reached for a pistol fallen on the sidewalk near the downed aircraft. Her aim 
was decent, but not enough. 


A few unmarked mercs were firing shots out of a grounded aircraft as he emerged onto the 
landing pad—Vakarian s craft, he realized. They were holding the last of the Suns at bay near 
the gardens. Where the hell did the pup get a crew? 


Nihlus set his sights on Benezia and fired another round. The asari was strong. But Jane was 
relentless—full throttle—not caring when or how Benezia hit her. Always biting back twice 
as hard. 


Focused. Headstrong. Fearless. Spirits, this woman... 


She diverted a biotic flare. Fired two shots at Benezia that hit her in the shoulder. Nihlus 
locked his sights on Benezia’s headpiece and pulled the trigger. 


A split second fire. 
But not fast enough. 


Benezia faded before it hit. Reappeared in front of Jane, grabbing her just as Jane back- 
stepped—tight to the edge of the landing platform. 


“Fuck—” It was like all of the air left him at once. He slung his gun back, sprinting toward 
her. “Jane, no!” 


Benezia pushed her back, dangled her just a breath from the open drop below. Save her, 
Nihlus. Another step and she’d— 


“Benezia!” 


That voice. Like a hand seizing the back of his neck. Hard and commanding. 
Benezia turned. Nihlus slid to a stop as her arm extended, eyes darting to him. Then away. 


Nihlus didn’t have to turn to see him. He was approaching from the open vehicle now 
hovering over the burning dock. 


He had a pistol in his right hand. Cocked and loaded. The blue light faded from Benezia’s 
eyes. 


“Saren.” 


Jane was scrambling to keep her toes on the platform. If she fought she would fall. Nihlus 
took another step, and Benezia held her arm farther out. 


A wordless threat. 


“Enough of this!” Saren snarled. He cocked his head, sending a glint of fire off his razor 
mandible, his voice a rough growl. “Release her. This isn’t a game you can win.” 


Benezia’s biotics pricked the air. He heard someone run out onto the platform behind them. 
“Spirits—Jane!” 

Garrus. 

He heard the cock of his rifle as the kid aimed. If he shot—she’d fall. 

“Stand down, Vakarian!” he commanded. Jane was looking at him now. Just him. 


“T must admit,” Benezia called out, “I had not expected you to return so soon, Saren.” She 
was studying Jane. Eyes sharp and on her. "I had not wanted you to see this." 


Arterius stayed clamped on his subvocals. Not giving anything away. “I had instructed you to 
keep your comm lines open,” he growled. “And on. I had concerns for my biotic.” 


Biotic... 
Jane. 


Benezia whirled her head. “You have allowed the human to cloud your judgement.” Her 
attention zeroed in on Saren. He was standing nearly parallel to Nihlus. Never once did the 
bastard look at him. 


“She is unnecessary,” the asari said. “She weakens you. She has no place at your side.” 
Benezia tightened her grip—threatening to release as Jane lost more of her footing. “I am 
doing this for your own good.” 


The only sound that followed was the exchange of gunfire. A deep hum as a second ship 
approached. More enemy fire. Searchlights washed the landing pad. He shot a look at Saren. 


Lethally calm. Utterly unreadable. Except for that small edge. A look in his eyes Nihlus has 
seen before. Back to the wall. Two shots from an empty clip. 


Calculating. 


“Benezia...” Saren’s voice...softened. A rare sound—almost a purr. He took a half step 
forward, shoulders easing back. Drawing attention to the muscle on his left arm. Posturing. 


“The human is irrelevant. Her name is useful to me, nothing more. Do not anger me by 
squandering what I have worked so hard for. You are the only one with a place by my side.” 


Jane gasped as Benezia’s hand cinched around her neck—her throat. Nihlus should take her 
fucking arm for touching it. 


He saw Saren extend his left hand, talons open. Offering it. His subvocals were eerily still. 


“Come here,” he hummed. Words that were almost—almost—gentle. “Don’t do something 
that cannot be undone. I will be rid of her in a matter of days. Let her go. And come to me.” 


More gunfire picked up as the second aircraft moved in over the dock. More Suns. They’d be 
pinned if they let the merc ship land. 


Saren was calm. Watching the asari with no trace of emotion. Though that edge to his eyes. 
The low swell of his chest as he looked to Jane, then away, when Benezia wouldn’t notice, 
told Nihlus precisely what would happen next. 


Benezia turned to look at Jane. Discerning, angry, but ultimately weak. T’Loak had been 
right. He could see the jealously that screwed the sides of her mouth. That made her hand 
tighten—then release. Too trusting. Too hopeful. 


Benezia let her hand ease. Pulled Jane forward, giving her a step back onto the platform as 
she turned to face Arterius. Her face, her voice, softened. 


“Saren, [—” 
Saren brought his pistol up and pulled the trigger. 


A perfect shot. A cold shot. Right between the eyes. Benezia fell backwards over the edge of 
the platform, dead before she’d land. 


Saren kept his gun raised. His left hand had fallen to his side, talons furled into a fist. For a 
second everything was still. 


Nihlus brought his rifle up. Sights aligned over the Spectre. 
Saren’s head ducked as he aimed the pistol straight at him. 
“No!”’ 


Neither of them had time to shoot before Jane came between them. 


Fire rocked the landing as another missile was fired from the Suns ship now hovering over 
Vakarian’s crew. How long could they hold them off? 


“Spirits, Kryik. What are you doing?” Garrus called out. 


“What I should’ve done a long time ago,” Nihlus growled. His eye stayed over the sight of 
his rifle. Dead on Saren. “Five years, Arterius. And for what? I trusted you. And you set me 
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up. 
Anger came. A sick feeling. Followed by the sting of pain. 


“T know it was you that tipped off my target while I was hunting the Shadow Broker. You set 
me up to be ambushed. You reported to Axia when I tried to S.O.S. from her server. You took 
Jane—” 


His words sharpened with a snarl. 
“And for what? A few credits? So you could—” 


“T did what was necessary.” Saren’s voice was a low, rolling growl. “I never would’ve sent 
you in if I knew you couldn’t handle it.” 


The sound of gunfire was approaching. Growing in number. 
“Nihlus we need to pull out. Now,” Garrus said. Nihlus didn’t look at him. 


“Handle it?” It felt like the air had been kicked out of him. “There is no handling what they 
did to me! For what, Saren? I want to know!” 


His sub vocals were thrumming. He wanted nothing more than for Jane to move. To fire first. 
He deserves it. 
You know you can t. 


“You were the only one I could trust," the Spectre's voice sharpened, growing. Becoming 
angry. "The only one I knew could get in and out of there alive. It was a necessary sacrifice. I 
never intended to let them take you if it failed.” 


“For what!” 
“T couldn’t leave her there!” 


Saren's snarl echoed out over the platform. So sudden it made Nihlus bristle. He growled. His 
hand cinched on the rifle against his shoulder. 


Leave her. Leave...Her. 


Jane. 


Why her? The same question he’d asked himself, finding his scent, the smell of him on those 
vicious, dark marks across her neck, lying in bed just this morning. 


“Bullshit,” he heard Garrus snarl. “If you wanted him to get out, why did you flag Axia the 
second I accessed his server to send you an S.O.S.?” 


Saren ducked his head, hissed, never taking his eyes from Nihlus. “It wasn’t the first time 
Axia had tried to access his private server. She’d been trying to glean information between 
his contacts to sell. I sent the flag as a warning. So she’d know I was watching. I had no way 
of knowing it was you, fool.” 


Nihlus felt his fringe narrow. “You expect me to believe—” 


A sleet of bullets sparked the ground around them. His gaze shifted, just a fraction, spotting 
the Blue Suns craft as it careened to face their rendezvous head on. 


He didn’t have time to move. Saren was one step ahead of him. Reaching for her before he 
could. But Nihlus was faster. He grabbed Jane, pulled her back, swiping up at Saren’s arm 
with a hard snarl. 


Blood showered the pavement. That was all it took. Saren was on him, Nihlus ready and 
willing to do anything, give everything, to make good on his promise to Jane. 


“I’m getting you out of here.” 
He didn’t care what it took. Even if it took himself. 
“Nihlus, don’t!” 


More bullets scattered the landing pad. He could hear boots on the ground. Advancing toward 
them as Saren hooked him with his spur and tried to pin him. Nihlus slid his mandibles back, 
sinking teeth into the first thing he could, tasting nothing but metal and flexible wire. 
Painless. 


Saren's teeth found his shoulder and dug in. Nihlus snarled. He sent his talons back quickly, 
seeking anything, raking hard across his unplated side. A perfect mark. Saren howled, 
reached for his arm. Nihlus flipped him, hand cocked back, talons unfurling as his sights set 
on the turian's—his friend's—throat. 


Don t hesitate. 
Dont do it. 
Enemy. 
Friend. 


“Nihlus!” Jane’s voice. 


He only had a second, just one fraction of a chance to look up, and see the Suns aircraft 
facing him. The whir of heavy artillery. Fire in the chamber as the missile launched. Straight 
at him. 


“Kryik—shit—” Vakarian said his name. 


He felt Saren shove him back. In the same second, someone rammed him sideways onto the 
ground. 


Heat scorched the air. He felt the boom of the missile as he landed. Fire washed the landing 
—blinding him momentarily. 


Nihlus shook his head as he struggled to sit up. He braced his hands on the burning 
pavement. Dark smoke swarmed in, stinging his eyes. He could hear a sound over the faint 
ringing that followed. A scream. 


Jane. 

No, not a scream. She was shouting. Calling to someone. 

“Garrus!” 

He’d never heard her sound like that. The sound was raw. Desperate. 
“Take him and go. Now!” 

Saren’s voice was muted. Far away. 


He felt someone seize him by the back of the cowl. Drag him away from the heat, through 
glass and searing debris. After a second or two he could hear more voices. See lights and the 
spark of bullets grazing metal. 


He felt the cool, slick presence of an on ramp and a sense of déja vu hit him head on. 


Nihlus scrambled, snarled, reached for the arm still struggling to drag him onboard 
Vakarian’s aircraft. 


The arm he gripped was warm. Slender. Jane collapsed with him on top of her, dropping them 
both on the floor of the small loading bay. 


Nihlus clawed to sit upright. A salarian and krogan were loading onto the deck beside them, 
still firing shots at the advancing Suns. A second later an asari followed, shouldering a 
clearly angry T’Loak. 


“Get off me! I said I’m good!” 
Where the hell was Vakarian? 


The air beyond the ramp was black with smoke. He felt the ship jump as someone engaged 
liftoff protocol. 


“Keep this ship on the ground,” Nihlus snarled. He was on his feet, advancing back toward 
the ramp with Jane on his heel. ““We don’t leave without Vakarian.” 


“We have orders from Archangel to liftoff once the biotic is secure. With or without him.” 
Nihlus growled as he turned to face the asari at the control panel. 

“T don’t give a damn what—” 

“Nihlus.” 


Jane’s voice pulled his attention. He looked back—first to her, then to the ramp as he saw 
someone emerge from the smoke. 


Saren. 


He was carrying Vakarian on his shoulder. Blood streaked the front of his carapace, the wires 
on his arm, as he brought him into the bay, letting him slide down onto the floor with a 
wince. 


Garrus’s blood. 


He took a half step toward the Spectre. Arterius bristled with a growl. His gaze darted to the 
few crew that rushed to Garrus on the floor. 


He wasn’t moving. So much blood. Too much. 


“Ts he...” Jane’s voice was a hoarse rasp. Trying to stay hard. Though it wavered before 
cutting off. 


“Negative,” the salarian kneeling beside Vakarian didn’t look away from what he was doing. 
“Need to move him. Wrex—gurney.” 


“On it,” he heard the krogan rumble. 


The ship jerked as bullets rained its flank. He heard the ramp whir to life. Closing. With 
Saren inside. A second later he felt the craft lift off into the air. 


Chapter End Notes 


Shaterina has requested all of my chapters end in cliffhangers. 
If you insist... 


Both 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 
The aircraft was small. There was a control area near the front, with a narrow ramp that led 
out into a small loading area with three doors. Crew beds, an armory, and the medbay. 


Her handler—Saren, she'd learned—had been locked away behind the first. Nihlus had 
ordered the krogan to cuff him to an empty armor rack and leave him until he’d made a 
decision. 


On what, she didn’t know. 


Garrus and Nihlus were behind the red lit door of the medbay. Jane had refused an exam— 
she was hurt but it was bearable. The two turians needed all the resources and attention they 
could get. 


Nihlus had a few bullet wounds that needed extraction. Claw marks from his vicious fight 
with her handler on the platform. A poorly healed shrapnel wound the salarian doctor had 
been alarmed to discover. 


And Garrus... 
Just the memory stung. 


She thought he was dead. When she saw him push Nihlus out of the way. Saw the rocket hit, 
swallow him in flames... 


Tears threatened to choke her. Ones she swallowed. 
Alive. He’ alive. Dont you dare give up on him. 


Jane paced back and forth between the medbay and armory doors for what must’ve been 
hours. Her eyes were tired. Her body was sore, aching and bruised from her fight with 
Benezia. 


A fight she’d almost lost. If not for him. Saren. 

It was her first time seeing him in full light. Seeing all of him at once. 
And he was fucking terrifying. 

Like something, not just born, but made to kill. 


And he had. So cool. So cold. Without even flinching. 4 trusted friend, he’d called Benezia. 
And he’d shot her point blank the first chance she’d given him. 


"You set me up!" 


Seeing Nihlus that way—hot headed and wild—wasn’t something she was used to. But if he 
was right...if her handler had done something so horrible... 


Who the hell was this turian? 


Things seemed less panicked since they’d manage to lose the enemy ship back a ways in the 
city. She saw one of the crew, a krogan, eating in the small kitchen alcove just off the ramp. 


After what must’ve been another hour of pacing the salarian came out of the medbay to speak 
with her. She caught a glimpse of the dark interior of the room—but nothing else. A faint hiss 
told her at least one of them was awake. 


“Spectre turian required a heavy sedative. Archangel has yet to wake,” his voice was clipped, 
but not altogether unsympathetic. “Leave them. Need time to let the medigel set their 
wounds.” 


She couldn’t argue once the door locked behind him. Her eyes flickered down to give the 
salarian a quick assessment. Spindly. But he had a gun on his hip. And enough experience 
Garrus had brought him into a firefight. 


How well did he know the salarian? Did he trust him? 


Jane turned to watch the krogan approach the armory with a tray of food in hand. He keyed 
something onto the keypad, 6176, before lumbering in and leaving the door open behind him. 


She could see him. Arm cuffed to a metal rail bolted to the wall. His sharp eyes found hers. 
And didn’t look away. 


The krogan didn’t stay inside long. Just enough to drop the food and turn back. An action 
Saren answered with a low growl and a kick to the tray across the floor. 


Jane lingered in the hall until the krogan had gone—leaving her alone in front of the door. 
6176 

Garrus would’ ve trilled at her. Too easy. 

The door slid open in front of her. 


The lights were on inside. Giving her an immediate, full view of the turian sitting back 
against the wall. His arm was held up by the metal cuff anchored to the rack beside him. He 
made no sound when he saw her, ducking his head to turn his face away. 


Jane was quiet as she came into the room. The door slid shut behind her. After a second Saren 
spoke. 


“You should never have engaged with Benezia so close to the edge of the platform. A good 
soldier knows to use the terrain to their advantage. Never let your opponent get your back to 


a wall.” 

His voice was a low rumble. Deep and hard. 
Criticizing her form. 

“T expect you to do better next time.” 


Jane’s hands closed into fists. She took another step toward him. Stared at him in a moment 
of tense silence. Without speaking she lifted the toe of her boot and pushed the tray of food 
toward him across the floor. 


A wordless command. 


Saren didn’t look at her. He made a sound. A soft exhale, causing the silver metal on the side 
of his face to twitch, almost slide back. A laugh. Though the sound was sad coming from 
him. Bitter. 


“Tf you ever point a gun at Nihlus again, I will kill you.” 


There was no heat to her voice. No tightness of anger. Just low and steady. An immutable 
fact. 


It brought his sharp blue eyes to her. So harsh. So immediate. “Good,” he said. 


He was watching her now. Sharp and focused. Not missing a single breath, a single feature, 
or look on her face. After a second his gaze grew distant. She saw the wire of his arm flex as 
his talons furled into a fist, resting on his thigh. 


“Did you do it?” she asked him. “What Nihlus said you did? ...set him up to be taken by 
slavers?” 


The turian didn’t flinch. Didn’t look away. “I had no other choice. It was the only way. She 
would’ ve—” 


His words stopped abruptly with a growl. His eyes searched her face before his head ducked 
again, looking away from her. 


“It was the only way to infiltrate the base. They wouldn’t have taken me.” 
“T couldn t leave her there!” 


“Why?” The question came on the tail end of his own words. Her hands clenched tighter at 
her sides. “Why me?” She was still facing him squarely. Unwilling to back down as Saren 
hissed. Gripped the rail keeping him cuffed to the wall. 


He didn’t answer. 


Nearly a minute passed before she accepted he wasn’t going to. 


“You said you didn’t plan to let them take him,” she said. “If your plan had failed. If he 
hadn’t managed to get us out. You would’ve come for him?” 


“T’m a Spectre” the turian growled. “Not a slaver. Nihlus is—was—my...” 

He trailed off again. Rumbled. 

“Tf that’s true, then you knew where he was. Where they’d kept us.” 

It wasn’t a question. 

“Once I’d lured them out with Spectre Kryik they were easy to follow,” he growled. 


Saren cocked his head as he studied her. A sharp, discerning look. Then the sudden 
realization, a second before she spoke. 


“Then you know how to get back there,” she said. 
Also not a question. 
His blue eyes scoured her face. Leaving no part of her unnoticed. “I do.” 


He watched her closely as she took another step toward him. She crouched, coming down to 
level her gaze with his, forearm braced across her thigh. 


“Good,” her voice was quiet. Steady. Forceful. “Then you can tell me.” 


The turian made a sound. One so soft she barely heard it. A trill, really only a breath. Quiet 
but there. And warm. His sharp eyes flickered to hers. And didn’t look away. 


“Noveria,” he said. “At the base of the southern lake. I have the batarian’s coordinates pinned 
on my omni-tool.” Saren reclined his head toward a pile of his commandeered equipment, 
left in a heap across the small room. “My heavy artillery left quite a hole in the den. They’re 
weak now. Vulnerable to attack.” 


Neither spoke for a moment. She studied him. His pale, smoke-streaked plates. Those cutting 
implants on the sides of his face. He was deadly. And he looked it. Though it was easier now, 
not to see him as a monster, now that she could see him, all of him, so clearly. 


The turian scoffed. An almost laugh. Like he noticed her staring. “The dark made it easier for 
you.” His voice was that low, deep rumble. Though it grew quieter, farther off when he said, 
“T know what I look like.” 


His voice stayed that way, even as he looked away again. His hard eyes roamed the floor, 
now distant and serene. “Even in the dark you look like her,” he said quietly. 


Something stung her. His massive chest rose with a long inhale. One he didn’t release until 
she’d stood and turned her back to him. She heard it when he did. The sound was tight. Like 
a whine he’d learned to silence. 


She wanted to ask—who she was, what must have happened to her. And what the woman had 
to do with Jane herself. Why he cared if she’d been left behind. 


But the turian had made it clear he wasn’t going to answer. 


Jane didn’t look back as she left. She’d return for his omni-tool later. After Nihlus and Garrus 
had a chance to rest. Hopefully they would both agree with her. Wherever Xilo was—he 
needed to be dealt with. 


And she planned to. 
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She couldn’t sleep. The clock in the cabin said it was early night—too early to reasonably be 
in bed. Late enough that she was. Mostly she didn’t want to spend the last five hours hanging 
around the deck with a bunch of strangers she didn’t know. 


Not sleeping the previous night wasn’t helping her either. She wondered if Nihlus was 
resting. If he could see Garrus. And if Vakarian was okay. 


Ts he as noble as he seems? 


She remembered asking herself, locked in and tucked away with Nihlus, learning how Garrus 
had stayed, had given himself up to Axia, to protect his family. 


The question felt foolish now. Now that she’d watched him in action. Seen him run headfirst 
into missile fire to push Nihlus out of the way. 


Noble, yes. 
Good. 
Garrus Vakarian was good. 


Jane pulled her legs up onto the bed, hugging them close to her chest. Her head rested back 
against the bolted wall of the cabin. She gazed absently at the steel-colored ceiling. Whatever 
happened to him...fuck, if he was even alive...She hoped he wouldn’t ever go far from her. 


Him. Or Nihlus. 
Wherever she was. She hoped they would be there too. 


A small trickle of panic came at the idea that she would be expected to make decisions soon. 
About where she wanted to go. What she wanted to do. Who to be. Would they take her back 
to Mindoir? To Earth? 


The feeling of panic grew. Grappling with the uncertainty of what would come next. And 
who—if anyone—would be there with her. She had nothing. No one to go back to. Jane 
forced her eyes to close, dragging in a long breath. Jn through your nose. Out through your 
mouth. Breathe. 


She could hear voices, movement outside the door. Low footsteps. The panicked part of her 
brain told her to brace. To be ready for one of them to come in here. To want something from 
her. To try to— 


Her nails dug into her biceps, arms wrapped around her knees. The low pulse of her biotics 
came and softened. She let her head thud softly against the wall behind her. 


“Stop it,” she told herself—a biting whisper beneath her breath. 
This was Vakarian’s ship. They wouldn’t expect her to be their slave. 


“I don t ever want to hear you say that word again.’ 


There was safety in the words. In the fact that there were people, anyone, that could view her 
as more. See her as something else—and loathe the idea of what had been done to her. 


Safe people. 

Deep breath. 

Safe, like she was here. 
Exhale. 

Safe with— 


“,.Should not be out of bed.” A voice appeared as the door slid open beside the bed. “Must 
give medigel time to seal the wound!” 


She could see the salarian coming down the hall toward her. Though it wasn’t her he was 
after. 


He was standing in the doorway when she saw him. His blue eyes sought and found her the 
second he entered the room. 


“Please! Return to the med—” 


He sent the side of his fist against the door lock with a hard growl. The door slid shut on the 
approaching salarian, clicking as the lock engaged. He was already coming toward her, barely 
giving her time to stand, to say his name. 


“Garrus.” 


He reached for her. At first she thought he’d pull her to him. To hug her close. Instead he 
took both of her arms in his hands and held her out, away from him. His blue eyes looked her 
over. Searching her. A wild look. Almost frantic. 


She felt his talons squeeze softly. “You’re okay.” He said it like he needed to—like he 
needed to hear it himself. There was a bandage on the side of his face. Soaked blue. She 
almost reached for it. Then stopped herself. Jane pushed one of his hands away. 


“T thought you were dead.” Her voice was hard. Angry. Though it didn’t stop his face from 
blurring with tears. “What were you thinking, running straight toward a launching missile? 
You could have—” 


She took a step closer to him. Heard him trill. In an instant he’d pulled her into his arms. He 
was warm, like he’d just crawled from underneath the blankets. His hand came, talons 
moving softly through her hair as it guided her head to his chest. Thrumming and alive. 
Rumbling softly with a purr. 


“T fucking knew it,” his voice was sharp. Steeled with conviction. “I knew you were alive. I 
tried so hard, Jane. I swear. From the second I—” 


He stopped himself suddenly. Exhaled. His arm snaked tighter around her waist. 


“Jane, I’m...I’m sorry. I had you. I swore I had you. You were right there—right—” he 
hissed, cut himself off. “I tried to hold onto you. But that artillery shell. The fog grenade... 
Spirits, when I lost sight of you...” 


“Garrus.” 


“It’s my fault. I told him I had you. He trusted me with you. And I let you go. I should have 
fought harder—held tighter—I didn’t meant to—” 


“Vakarian.” 


“T left you, Jane. J left you.” She felt him bow over her. Press the unbandaged side of his face 
to the top of her hair. Like he could pull her into him—make them one. “I’m sorry.” 


The hurt in his voice was like a fist to the gut. 


“Garrus.” Jane turned her face up against the side of his neck. He made a soft whine when 
she said his name. / left you. 


“You came back for me,” she said. “I’m here because of you. And Nihlus...so is he.” Her 
voice softened as she held onto him. A side of her he seemed so good at bringing to the 
surface. “Thank you.” 


His chest pressed against her as he took in a long breath. It wavered, he held it, then released, 
the talon on his thumb gently stroking the small of her back. 


It was a warm feeling, being so close to him. This turian, all muscle and teeth, a sniper’s eye 
and a dead aim, trained to fight, to kill, so careful as he held her, like she was something... 
something good. 


“T thought about you.” His breath was warm in her hair as he skimmed his cheek against it. 
“All the time. And Nihlus... Spirits, I thought I’d lost you both. Kryik was a wreck.” She felt 
his arms relax a little. Garrus pulled away. Not much. Just enough to bring the heated palm of 
his hand against her cheek, tilt her face up to look at him. 


He looked tired. Hurt. Still bleeding. And despite it all, content. Right. His blue eyes were 
soft as they searched hers. 


I thought I’d lost you both... Both. Like it was the most natural thing. 


“He still is,” Garrus amended wryly. “But at least they don’t have to strap him to the bed this 
time.” 


Heat stung her face when he said it. Strap him down? 


“Stubborn bastard still refuses to sleep,” he rumbled. “But the doc was generous with the 
sedative to keep him still. I doubt he'll be able to get out of bed until he stops seeing double. 
Guess they thought I wouldn’t need it ‘cause I was out cold.” Garrus trilled. A dry, sarcastic 
sound. “That and the only thing / wounded was a future coasting on my looks.” 


It was funny enough to make her shake her head. To release a small amount of tension from 
her shoulders. If only a little. 


“He’s awake?” she asked. 


Garrus cast a look back at the door. “By sheer will alone,” he rumbled. She thought she saw 
his mandible slide back in the faintest hint of a smile. Something he clearly regretted the 
second he hissed. His hand left her waist to reach for the bandage on his face. 


“You shouldn’t be out of bed.” She caught his arm before he could successfully touch the 
wound. The doctor was right. He needed time to heal. 


“Tl be alright.” His voice dropped low, warming again as he turned his face back to hers. 
“Can’t promise what I’Il look like once this bandage comes off. But... hey. Women love scars, 
right?” 


There it was. That smooth, dark rumble. A little cocky. She liked it. Something he seemed to 
sense. Answering it with a purr. 


His blue eyes shifted to her mouth. Then lower, to a loose strand of her hair that had slipped 
free from its tie. He reached for it. Wound it once around his talon to admire. An almost 
absent minded gesture. 


“You're so pretty,” he said softly. Soft enough she wondered if he knew he’d said it out loud. 
When he seemed to realize he did, he look up at her. His gaze met hers, his good mandible 
drooping a little as his mouth opened, the scales on his neck and cheek darkening in color. 


Jane couldn’t help but scoff. The corner of her mouth lifted. Something that drew his eyes 
instantly. 


It sparked warmth inside of her. A rush of feeling that had her reaching for his cowl, pulling 
him a little roughly to her. Rising on her toes. 


“Smooth, Vakarian,” her voice was husky and low. Before he could respond she was pressing 
her mouth to his. 


Garrus trilled. She could tell the gesture surprised him. Though he melted into it a second 
later. 


The strand of her hair slipped from his finger as his hand came to rest on the side of her neck, 
encouraging her face to tilt up to his. 


He seemed to understand the gesture better than Nihlus. Surprisingly so. Enough that she felt 
the tip of his tongue brush hers the second she parted her lips. 


He purred against her. Her heart picked up as she felt the razor edge of his teeth graze her 
lower lip. Just a tease. A soft bite that had her exhaling breathlessly. 


His hand slipped down to brush her waist. The gentle press of his talons against the small of 
her back made her nerves stand on end. 


Garrus took a half step forward, walking her back until her legs hit the bed. Her hand went to 
his narrow waist to catch herself. He made a hushed rasp at the contact. His mouth pressed 
more firmly to hers. Causing her to lose her balance completely. 


Vakarian caught her as she teetered, one hand sliding its way down her thigh to draw it up, 
hitching her leg over his hip. He made a fluid motion of catching her other ankle in his spur 
and resting his knee on the thin mattress. 


And just like that, he was holding her, lying her on her back over the rough sheets, head 
ducking to run his heated mouth beneath her jaw, teasing the neck of her jumpsuit. Touching 
with that deadly sniper precision. 


His warm tongue raced dangerously along her jaw as he came over her, straddling her on the 
bed. When she felt him reach for the zipper of her jumpsuit she tensed. 


There was no hiding the bruises as he pulled it down to expose her neck. 
When he saw them, Vakarian made a soft whine. 
“Spirits, Jane, did Saren...” 


She felt the smooth side of his talon come to brush the front of her throat. His blue eyes 
looked her over with a sudden glimmer of worry. All at once he seemed to realize something. 


He pulled the zipper down farther, pushing her jumpsuit off one shoulder, finding and 
touching another sore spot where Benezia had caught her with her biotics. She winced when 
he brushed it. 


His eyes seemed to zero in, pulling more of her jumpsuit away to take account of the scrapes 
and bruises on her right side, not seeming to notice how much of her was now naked on the 
bed. He whined again when he touched the sore, swollen side of her ribs, causing her to suck 
in a breath. 


“Jane.... Why didn’t you say anything?” 


His eyes went back to hers. They dialed in a little as his fringe narrowed. 
“Tt’s not that bad,” she told him. She’d hardly felt it until he’d touched it himself. 


Garrus made a small trill. Cocked his head. Then swung off of her to retreat to the far corner 
of the room. She could see a small pile of things left in a heap against the wall. Discarded 
clothes. An omni-tool. He pulled out a stim shot from a small bag and brought it back over to 
the bed. 


Jane lifted an eyebrow and propped herself on her elbow. “You keep a stash of stims?” 


Garrus guided her back down onto the bed with a hand on her shoulder. “Handy when you 
need to pull an all-nighter,” he said, focusing most of his attention on her ribs, smoothing his 
hand once over her side gently before popping the cap on the needle. “This will at least help 
with the swelling.” 


His voice was soft, distracted as he worked. She hardly felt it. Mostly just the press of his 
thumb, a small sting as he swapped it for the needle, replaced by his talon again as he tossed 
the empty stim toward his pile across the room. 


There was an instant relief as some of the tightness in her chest went away. Pain she hadn’t 
realized was there began to dull. His hand came up to cup the side of her face as he purred. 


“Okay?” he asked gently. 


She looked up at him. Nodded wordlessly, relaxing further as his thumb swiped softly along 
her cheek. His eyes searched her face, as if to check for himself, before roaming lower, to his 
own hand, down to the other side of her jumpsuit, still pulled over her shoulder. His hand slid 
down, brushing the collar away from her neck. 


The second he did it, he bristled. She saw his eyes zero in. The side of his talon came to 
touch something else. That raw spot on her throat that grew warm under his touch. 


She knew what he was looking at. Could still remember the way Nihlus had felt, had purred, 
as he bit down, pushing himself all the way inside of her. Not hard enough, deep enough to 
scar. Just enough to mark. 


“Ts that...” 


The rapid expansion of his pupils left only a crescent of color in his eyes. She saw his 
muscular chest swell as he drew in a breath. 


“Spirits,” he rumbled. 
Heat burned her face. 
“They don’t show that in the vids. You look...” 


He couldn’t seem to find the words. Though the way his body seemed to tune, the way his 
hands gripped a little tighter on her hips, and the sudden, unmistakable pressure of his heavy 


erection against her, told her exactly how he felt. 


Garrus hissed. Pushed her up a fraction on the bed, like he was trying to create space between 
her and his evident sign of need. 


“Shit, Jane, sorry—I—” 


Jane caught him by the waist with her leg, keeping them firmly together. Garrus collapsed 
over her with a stifled grunt. His hand bowed the mattress beside her head as he came down 
onto all fours, like his body had a will of its own. She felt him press himself to her more 
firmly. 


“Spirits. Human.” The muscle of his hard-plated stomach jumped with the action. It defined 
the tight, narrow shape of his waist in a way that was absolutely lethal. Jane pressed back, 
lifting her hips off the bed, surprised by the sudden, aching need that gripped her—a flame 
fanned by his closeness. 


She watched his arm flex as he gripped the bed sheets beside her head. “Jane, wait, I’ 1I—” he 
made a pant, another stifled grunt as his face buried against the side of her hair. “I'll be rough 
with you. I can’t help it. Please...” 


His breath was warm against the side of her face. “I don’t want to hurt you anymore than you 
already are.” She felt his chest rumble with a low trill. His body was hot against hers, 
climbing in temperature. /n need. 


The same need that clawed its way down inside of her. It was all-consuming. In a way she 
didn’t understand. Spurred by the taste of him. The sting of Nihlus on her neck. Both of them, 
hers. And she... 


“Human.” Garrus nuzzled the side of her face. He trilled as she slid her hand up along the 
back of his neck. “Let me hold you,” he rumbled. 


It was the way he said it. Like it was all he wanted—had wanted—since the moment they’d 
been dragged apart. 


“T want to hold the human.” 


She’d seen him fight. Seen him kill. Seem him line up a triple shot with his rifle and take out 
slavers like it was nothing. And still with her he was always so...careful. So good. 


Jane returned the skim of his cheek with her own—a gesture she knew now from both of 
them. “Lay down,” she told him. 


Garrus trilled as he shoved several pillows into a pile at the head of the bed. She barely had 
time to roll over before he’d dragged her to him across the sheets. His legs came up, body 
curling around her, face buried in her hair in an instant. 


“So warm, human,” he purred. His arm wrapped her in like a heated blanket. The muscle 
flexed as he hugged her against him. 


“Spirits, I’ve missed you,” he rumbled softly. He brought his forehead to rest on the top of 
her hair after a moment of skimming his face along it. His voice was rough and low. “I don’t 
know how long it’s been since I’ve actually slept.” 


It didn’t surprise her. Jane turned her face up to his. He looked tired. His blue eyes were hazy 
and soft when he looked at her. Her gaze searched his a moment before shifting to the 
bandage on the side of his face. 


It brought a flash of an image. One she hated. What he looked like, limp and bleeding on the 
ground. 


Dead. She’d thought he was dead. 


“Hey.” His talon slid down to tuck beneath her chin. He lifted her gaze to his. “I’m okay,” he 
rumbled softly. 


She hadn’t realized the look on her face until she felt it relax. Felt the unknotting of her brow. 
Though her eyes stayed warm with tears. 


He’d saved Nihlus. And he'd been willing to die for the cause. 


“Just to be clear, Vakarian,” she told him. Her hand came to grip him by the front of his cowl. 
Firm but not hard. Her voice dropped low. “I’ve always had a thing for scars.” 


His chest rose with an inhale as his blue eyes searched her face. Jane didn’t look away. She 
meant it. Both of them. 


Something settled over him then. A still look. Serious. One that ran deep. He said nothing. 
Reached to cup her cheek with his hand and curled himself around her. Her face buried in his 
neck, in the scent of him, surrounded by his warmth. Safe. 


He purred for her as they lay together in the silence. Neither said anything after that. It felt 
natural. Soothing. Not long after she felt Garrus drift off into sleep. Something that didn’t 
surprise her. He was tired. Both of them were. When her eyes grew heavy she didn’t fight it 
—there was no need to. 


The lights in the room were already dimmed for the night cycle. Eventually they went off 
completely, leaving them alone and warm in the dark. Together. The whir of the door lock 
disengaged. Though no one came to bother them. The other bunks in the cabin stayed empty. 


She wasn’t sure how long she’d slept after that. Some time later she woke to the soft hiss of 
the door as it slid open. It was quiet enough not to wake her fully, still curled in and buried 
against Garrus’s slow rising chest. 


There was the hushed sound of footsteps. A stumble. A curse. She felt Garrus stir, muscles 
stiffen with a quiet growl as the bed behind her bowed under new weight. 


“She’s sleeping. Don’t wake her.” 


Garrus’s voice, soft and low. She didn’t have to open her eyes. To drag herself fully into 
awareness to know the body that curled around her from behind. To know his smell. And the 
soft stroke of his talons in her hair. 


She didn’t stir as Garrus turned, pulled her carefully to lay on his chest as he rolled onto his 
back, giving Nihlus room beside him on the bed. 


She felt the heated skim of Nihlus’s cheek on hers. The weight of his bicep as his arm came 
around her, razor claws still stroking the back of her hair. His breath was close. Close enough 
she knew his head was beside Garrus's on the pillow. 


She heard the light shift as Garrus must have turned his face to him. The soft touch of 
Nihlus’s talons left her hair. Moved up, to what could only be Garrus’s injured mandible just 
above her. 


“You damned idiot,” Nihlus rasped softly. His voice was a match to the dark. Heated and 
close. ““What were you thinking?” 


Garrus made a trill. A warm sound. “I was thinking it was high time someone took care of 
you, Kryik. Since you’re so shit at doing it yourself.” 


Nihlus made a soft click. A sound of irritation he didn’t seem to mean. “Is that what you call 
taking a missile to the face?” 


“That?” Garrus whispered. A sound tailed by hushed laughter. “That was nothing. Can’t get 
rid of me that easily, Spectre. Besides...the human said she liked scars.” 


A few seconds of silence followed. A mingling of breath that filled her body with warmth as 
she began to drift back into sleep, the last words she heard being Nihlus, rumbling softly, 
“Let me hold her.” 


It was impossible not to give in, then, to the heat of both of them, coiled together around her. 
To the soft purrs, careful touches to her hair that encouraged her further down into sleep. 
Until all she knew was the comfort of being close. And the safety of the two of them— 
something she never wanted to let go. 


And she didn’t intend to. 
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“Apologies.” 


It was likely the sixth time the salarian doctor had said the word. Nihlus only bristled. 
Grumbled a low growl. And said nothing in return. 


He could hardly feel the doctor’s prodding. Only the occasional stick, though no pain 
registered. His mind was on the human—nested warm beneath the covers with Vakarian. On 
the way she’d sighed as he laid down beside her and skimmed his cheek along hers. Nihlus 
can’t remember the last time he’d slept so well. 


The salarian came late in the morning, insisting they return to the medbay. Both he and 
Garrus had agreed on their own terms. That he would tend to the human first. An easy battle 
—dgiven the salarian was outnumbered two to one. When she’d returned he’d sent Garrus 
next, giving him a small amount of extra time with Jane, coiled around her beneath the 
covers, purring her back into sleep. 


The human needed it. How long it’d been since she’d slept in a real bed, he didn’t know. And 
he didn’t want to ask. He only wanted her to rest. 


After Vakarian had returned with a fresh bandage, smelling of antiseptic and little glassy from 
the painkillers, he’d followed the salarian from the bunks into the medbay, Vakarian clicking 
at him snidely as he slid back beneath the covers beside Jane. The cocky little brat. Nihlus 
left assured and more than a little annoyed he’d be leaving his mate in the arms of Garrus 
Vakarian until he returned. 


His mate. 


The words crept up on him. There was no denying them when they came. He knew what this 
feeling was. Human or no, the facts were there. Immutable. No matter what Arterius said to 
him. 


He growled as the salarian zapped him with something hot, sending heat to sink deeper 
beneath the plates on his abdomen. The suddenness surprised him. Though again, the pain 
was non-existent. 


“Apologies,” came again. This time followed with a considering, “It cauterizes remaining 
damage. Healing faster than expected.” His dark eyes flashed up to Nihlus, then back to the 
wound on his abdomen. One he’d earned from a piece of shrapnel during their initial escape. 
His surface plates had been healed and smoothed, though the salarian had warned him 
T’Loak’s obsessive application of medigel hadn’t healed the internal damage. And getting 
caught in a fire fight with half the members of the Blue Suns had done nothing to help. 


He felt the doctor give his plates an intentional prod. “No pain,” he said. Clearly not a 
question. A pause as he considered something. “Did not think it possible to bond with a 
human.” 


Nihlus rumbled. A low growl. Warning the salarian he was encroaching on something he 
shouldn’t. 


“Apologies,” a little skittish this time, “No data exists. Marked symptoms certainly present.” 
The doctor back-stepped as he began keying something into his omni-tool. “Turian biology is 
very adept. Highly skilled at attracting a mate.” 


The doctor ran a quick scan over Nihlus as he continued to tap on his tool. 


“Increased body temperature—keeps female close. Nesting I believe you call it. Strong 
pheromones present in saliva. Transfer rate very successful. Found high levels of turian 
pheromone in female human mouth and throat cavities as well. Did not know humans were 
susceptible.” 


The salarian’s omni-tool whirred as he selected a key on the pad. 


“Makes female’s ability to bond likely. Effects of pheromones on humans yet to be 
determined. Fascinating indeed.” 


Nihlus growled, retracting his arm as the salarian jabbed him with a blood sample strip from 
his tool. 


“Aggression unsurprising,” the doctor dismissed briskly. “High ability to tolerate pain quite 
impressive. Turian males fight for their mates, do they not? Will be interesting to see how 
pheromones react to other males on board. Archangel displayed quite high levels as well.” 


He was speaking faster as he continued. More to himself than to Nihlus. Stopping the 
moment the door to the medbay slid open. 


“Almost done, Solus? I want to get some shut eye on a cot.” 


The asari did little to mind either of them as she made her way through toward a compact 
cabinet on the far wall. 


“Aleena, must request you use discretion.” The salarian turned his back to Nihlus. A trusting 
maneuver. “Patient confidentiality is paramount. Please do not intrude.” 


The asari, Aleena, scoffed. She was already rammaging through the cabinet to haul down a 
handful of supplies. “This is my ship, doc. Tell me how I can intrude through my door into my 
medbay.” 


Her tone was hard. Grating. More than a little hostile. 


“T’d hardly call this a ship,” Nihlus clicked. It was more like a family car with extra baggage 
space. Signs of wear and tear were obvious. If it had ever managed to make a mass field jump 
—it wouldn’t again. 


“Let me guess,” the asari shot him a look across the room, “It’s more like a streetcar with 
extra baggage space. Am I right? Ha. Tell me one I haven’t heard.” 


“T would’ve said family car,” he said. His head turned away in disinterest. “But you’re right. 
Maybe that’s being generous.” 


Something plastic toppled down onto the floor in her general direction. 


“Not even her ship,” the doctor cut in, obviously pleased to do so. “Archangel paid fair price 
for it. And more, for me.” 


“Yeah, but Angel doesn’t know how to fly the damn ship.” The asari’s voice was trailing 

closer. “Which means she’s still mine.” She paused beside the doctor, speaking up at him, 
shoulder to shoulder. “Just under a different name. If you’ve got a problem with it, talk to 
Wrex.” 


The kid actually paid for this junk? Taken for a ride, Vakarian. “No one in this century would 
know how to fly this ship,” Nihlus rumbled, earning him another hard laugh as the asari 
began her retreat from the room. 


“And to think I slept in the medbay with a snoring krogan to give you and your threesome a 
little privacy.” She shot him a look as she turned the corner into the hall. “I’d get your plates 
out here before long. T’Loak and that war-head of a biotic don’t seem to like each other. 
Don’t wanna miss the fireworks.” 


Nihlus bristled. Jane. 


He was standing before the door had fully closed behind her. Solus didn’t try to stop him, 
instead following on his heels from the medbay, as if to see for himself. 


They were standing at the head of the ramp near the ship’s control panel. The second he saw 
them, he heard the salarian make a huffing noise, retreating back into the med bay with a 
passive, “Will get medigel,” under his breath. 


T’Loak had her hands balled into fists at her side. She was facing Jane squarely, a bristled 
Vakarian standing between them—at ease but clearly unwilling to move. The human had her 
arms crossed, standing sunk back on one hip, a cocky, stubborn look on her. It drew his eyes 
to the curve of her waist. The flexed muscle of her biceps, the weight of her breasts, resting 
on her forearms. Spirits. He didn’t know human females postured. Nor that it looked like 
that. 


Nihlus felt his blood spike at the sight. His attention was pulled back sharply into focus as 
T’Loak took a step closer to her. 


“I’m not here for a damned field trip, I’ve got shit to do. I’m not going to ask you again.” 
The asari’s voice was tight. Angry. Jane’s expression was unaffected. 


“Not my problem,” she said flatly. “We have our own shit to do. You’re on this ship, you’re 
along for the ride. We’ll stop when it’s convenient.” 


Nihlus saw the asari’s right arm twitch. A slight movement of her hand toward the gun on her 
hip. “T’Loak.” His voice split the brief silence as he reached the top of the ramp. “What’s the 
problem?” 


The asari turned her head to look at him. Jane’s eyes stayed zeroed in on her. 


“The problem is 1 didn’t agree to fly all the way to Noveria to play mercenary with a group of 
misfits and a human with an attitude problem,” she said, eyes darting back to the Jane. “I 
want off this ship.” 


Noveria? 


“The human is right,” Garrus fired back. “We can’t just go flying back into Sun’s airspace. 
We’ ll drop you off the first moment Aleena clears us to land. Anything else is a suicide 
mission.” 


“T’m not going to get stranded at some Podunk outpost just because your crew can’t handle a 
little gunfire,” T’Loak said, eyes narrowing. 


“Like I said, not our problem.” Jane said firmly. 


Nihlus ducked his head with a growl, looking to T’Loak. “Who the hell said we were going 
to Noveria?” 


The human looked at him this time. As did Vakarian. T’Loak bumped past him as she made 
an abrupt retreat from the platform. “Ask your biotic,” she grumbled as she left. 


His gaze went to Jane. She was still posturing. Forcing his hand to furl closed at his side in a 
battle to keep his focus. 


“Jane,” he said. A firm question. 


“Xilo is still holed up in the den. At the base of the southern lake on Noveria.” Her arms 
came uncrossed as she faced him. “This is a hell of a time to strike, Nihlus. We have a 
chance.” 


Nihlus was silent. Still. Mind calm and free of anything but one searing and immediate 
question. 


“Who told you where to find him?” 


His voice was cool. Poised. It wasn’t her fault. She had every right to want this. And he 
knew, more than anyone else might, why she did. 


But not this. 
She didn’t know what she was asking. 


He could see the question made her stiffen. Garrus trilled dryly. “She’s right, Kryik. I think 
it’s a good idea.” Backing her up. Vakarian wanted to give her this. As any dutiful mate 


would. 
Nihlus didn’t look away from Jane. “Who?” he asked again. 


She didn’t have to say it. He saw her jaw flutter. Watched her shoulders ease back in a 

posture of confidence. A sight he loved. Her eyes moved past him toward one of the doors off 
the ramp. He didn’t have to guess which. Didn’t even ask. He just turned and left the platform 
without a word. 


“Nihlus—” 
“Jane, don’t.” 


Vakarian would stop her—wouldn’t want her near the door he was approaching now, 
punching the code into keypad, keeping her well away from it. 


Vakarian could be that for her. The one on her side. 
And Nihlus. Nihlus would do what needed to be done. 


Saren must have sensed him coming. His eyes were already on the door when it opened. 
Zeroed in and sharp. 


Nihlus was silent as he came to stand in the center of the room. The door whirred softly as it 
slid shut behind him. 


After a second of silence Arterius rumbled. “Come to take your free shot?” His voice was 
dry. Utterly disinterested. 


Nihlus growled. “What the fuck were you thinking? Are you trying to get her killed?” 
Saren cocked his head, letting out a low hiss. 
“She’s not ready for that. Sending her after Xilo—you should never have—” 


“Xilo is vulnerable and exposed.” Saren cut in, leaving no room to finish. “This is the perfect 
opportunity for the human to regain honor and scrub the stain of submission from her name. 
You have no idea what she is ready for. If she wants to fight—let her.” His cold gaze never 
wavered from his. 


When Nihlus didn’t speak, Arterius clicked. “Take your shot.” 
Nihlus saw blue. 


“T’m not going to hit you while you’re cuffed to a rifle rack.” His voice was low, lethally still. 
He took a half step closer to the Spectre. “I’m going to wait. Until this ship touches neutral 
airspace. So I can throw you out of airlock—and watch you choke.” 


Arterius trilled. A humorless laugh. “You would keep the human weak for your own 
satisfaction.” 


“T will keep her alive,” Nihlus snarled. 


“You will do what is selfish—not what is necessary.” Saren’s voice sharpened. Exacting. 
“T’ve given the human a chance to live up to her name. Let her take it.” 


The Spectre was growing angry. He could hear it. A low warning building in his subvocals. A 
warning Nihlus never fucking heeded. Dig in. Bite hard. Make him bleed. His first instinct 
with the Spectre during his training. The only instinct left now. 


“Don’t act like you’re doing this for her,” Nihlus trilled bitterly. “As far as I’m concerned this 
is just another setup. I have no reason to trust your word.” 


Saren snarled. “Then your instincts have grown weak.” His unnatural eyes dialed in. 
“Benezia is dead. | have forfeit my freedom to sit cuffed in the back of a hostile mercenary 
aircraft.” 


The snarl in his vocals was rising, growing loud, hot with anger. 


“And I’ve sacrificed the only—on/y—thing I had, to drag her, half alive to me, out of the 
mouth of a slaver’s den!” His cuff made a hard sound against the rail as Saren’s arm jerked. 
His subvocals thrummed momentarily in anger. Then went eerily silent. 


“Tf you think I would do so only to send the human back into the hands of the highest bidder 
—you are more foolish than I ever thought.” Arterius’s voice fell suddenly still. He ducked 
his head, turned his face away. “I’ve taught you better.” 


Nihlus was silent. He didn’t move, watching the turian in front of him with deadly precision. 
For her. All of this for her. But why? 


It crept over him suddenly. A slow, sinking realization that came in snippets. It was the wild, 
exacting look in his eyes. The way his chest struggled to rise. The wire-tight flex of his 
muscle as he gripped the metal rack with white knuckles—the same way Nihlus had gripped 
the bed-rail, counting bolts in the ceiling, fighting to remember how to breathe without her. 


He'd thought he’d seen it once before. In the way he said human with such disgust. Such hate. 


Only, in that moment, he realized that it wasn’t. That it was something different. A kind of 
hate that could only come from something else. Something that used to be better—used to 
matter. 


It was a feeling that could turn any turian cold. Make them a husk of what they had been, 
once it was torn away, too fast, too sudden to save her, and make him hate anything that 
reminded him of what he’d lost. Hate that humans were weak. Weak enough to die before he 
could stop it. And leave him here alone. 


“It was you,” Nihlus said quietly. His eyes scoured the Spectre, a sudden sickness rising. 
“The soldier. From the aircraft. Post-relay incident.” 


Arterius didn’t look at him. He didn’t have to. 


“And the woman...” 


The Spectre rumbled. A warning sound, just at the mention. A sound he wouldn’t have 
recognized anywhere else, at any other time. One he did now. Territorial. 


“She is the only part of her left. I will not leave her behind.” 


It was any turian’s instinct. His blood or not. Biology only recognized one thing. Protect your 
females offspring—at any cost. 


Nihlus rumbled, looking him over. 
“Jane’s family died on Mindoir,” he said. 
Liar. He’s lying. Don t believe him. 


Saren growled softly. A dismissive sound. “She should never have been sent to a colony,” his 
voice was dry and low. “The human Alliance has failed her at every turn.” 


The Alliance. 
Spirits. 


After the war every side had a wave of refugees and orphaned families to handle. For a turian 
that meant early enlistment. For humans it meant relocation...to one of the colonies. 


There was only silence now. A sore, hard sound. Not even the low thrum of subvocals. The 
hiss of a breath. 


Even if it were true... 
“You kept her in the ship—away from me. Why?” he pressed. 


He’d smelled her on the doctor. He knew he had. A fact he could see readily in Saren’s hard 
gaze as he turned to face him again. 


“Human-turian bonding is unnatural. I wouldn’t wish it on my enemy. It will only end poorly 
for both of you.” 


Nihlus hissed. “You let me think she was dead.” His voice was rough. Ungiving to the 
emotion that crept up just behind. 


Arterius didn’t look away. “It was better for you.” 
Nihlus made a hard click. “Don’t pretend like you did that for anyone but yourself,” he said. 


He took another step, until he was standing in front of the Spectre, forcing Saren to look up at 
him. 


A fact that made him bristle in anger. 


It sparked a feeling in his gut. Causing his blood to spike. A flickering instinct. Mine. 


Nihlus lowered himself, crouching to even their gaze, close enough Arterius could swipe at 
him if he wanted. Close enough to see the look on his face the second he smelled the human, 
her rich, fiery scent, still clinging to him. His face and hands. His breath. 


Saren rumbled before he could stop himself. 
Nihlus slid a mandible back. Antagonizing. 


“T could uncuff you right now and she still wouldn’t come to you,” he said lowly. Voice even 
and smooth. “Better remember her face, Arterius. The second we’re off this ship, you won’t 
ever fucking see it again.” 


The rail bolted to the wall gave a jolt as the turian yanked. Then stilled himself. He clicked as 
he cocked his head, staring at Nihlus with cold blue eyes. 


“Your affection for the human makes you weak. She already came to me once. I have no 
doubt she will again.” 


Nihlus growled. His talons furled into a fist. 


The two turians watched each other in silence. A cold moment of acknowledgement. And a 
wordless threat. It made one thing immediately and dangerously clear. When it came to the 
human, there was no backing down. It was a warning neither of them would heed. He knew 
that. 


Even if it meant blood. 


Nihlus hissed, stood and turned, mandibles tight to his face in disgust, not looking back as he 
left Saren in the room alone. The door slid open as he paced out into the hall. 


Friend. 

You’re a damned idiot. 

How could he have been so easy? So trusting? Like a fucking child. 

He did it for her. 

The thought crept in. One that Nihlus pushed down, and refused to trust. He had no reason to. 
He did it for himself. 


His subvocals were thrumming as he slammed the keypad with the side of his fist and made a 
soft hiss, running a hand over the top of his fringe. It came to rest on the back of his neck, 
gripping, talons digging at his scales. 


He had no reason to trust Arterius. 


But if what he said was true... 


Spirits, when he lost her, he would’ve done anything—given anything—to have her back. 
And he had. 


Even himself. 

"T gave the only--only--thing I had..." 

Nihlus hissed as he turned to face the now closed door of the armory. 
Composure, Kryik! 


His thoughts snapped back into place. He made a low growl as he ducked his head, gazing 
back up the ramp toward the control panel. The platform was empty save for Aleena, leaning 
over the controls. 


He heard her sigh as Nihlus came up the ramp behind her. 


“If you’ve come with requests, save it. T’Loak already threatened me with a gun to turn the 
ship around.” The asari didn’t look at him as she spoke, working the keys over the interface. 
“T have orders from Angel and I’m sticking to them.” 


Fucking Garrus. 


Insubordinate. Ignoring the turian chain of command. Precisely what you would’ve done, 
Kryik. 


A feeling tightened in his stomach. That sudden, gripping flash of something he tried to 
ignore. Something he couldn’t. Control it, Kryik, get a grip. 


“Orders to where?” he demanded. 


“Noveria. With a stop at an outpost for brief repairs. This baby hasn’t made a jump in a 
while.” 


The feeling sparked again. Ignited. Burned through him like a flame over fuel. He could hear 
Arterius’s voice in his head. 
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“She already came to me once. I have no doubt she will again.’ 


Anger climbed, more than frustration, than instinct—a need. Nihlus hissed. His bicep jumped 
as his talons furled tighter in fist. “Where is he?” he rasped. 


The brat. 


“With the redhead in the bunks. Now, do you mind?” The asari shot him a narrow-eyed glare. 
“T have a trajectory to calibrate.” 


Nihlus was already leaving the platform for the ramp. The air was hot—tight. Making his 
plates ache. 


“Will be interesting to see how pheromones interact to other males on board.” 
Control it, Nihlus. Not here. Not now. 


He could already smell him when he reached the door to the bunks—that hot, wild scent of 
another male. And her. His female. 


“She already came to me once...’ 


His blood spiked as his body registered the words again, a final time, clawing away the last 
of his control as the door opened in front of him, reading them for exactly what they were. 


A challenge. 
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“What will you do?” she asked. ““When it’s time for you to go home?” 


Her voice was quieter, farther off than she meant for it to be. Part of her wondered if he 
hadn’t heard her over the spray of the water. 


Garrus was standing behind her, one large hand splayed across her naked stomach, his other 
arm wound around to support the weight of her breasts, seeming content to purr with his face 
buried in the crook of her neck. 


He’d been hesitant to join her in the showers. It was a large enough space, with four nozzles 
and a vent for steam, clearly meant to be communal. Even so, Garrus had hesitated by the 
door as she’d went in. Like showering hadn't been his idea in the first place. 


She knew he’d just wanted to distract her. She’d tried to follow Nihlus as he’d left the 
platform. But Garrus had stopped her. For a split second she’d been worried Nihlus might 
actually kill her han—Saren—she reminded herself, but Garrus had assured her that he 
couldn’t. Leaving her with the impression that Saren, like Nihlus, was likely someone 
important. She didn't know the first thing about turian politics. But she trusted Garrus. 


Before she could argue, Garrus had swiftly mentioned showers, and something about 
scrubbing off blood, before quickly detouring her from the platform back into the bunk cabin. 
He’d seemed to falter when she actually made her way to the stall. Though she didn’t miss 
the way those blue eyes tracked her as she undressed, lingering on every newly exposed inch, 
standing just outside the door. When she'd pulled him in with her, he didn't protest. 


She’d washed him first. Noticing the way he seemed to take careful account of what she did 
and how. And how careful he was to mimic it, to not hurt her, when it was his turn to do the 
same. 


It was the first normal shower she would’ve had since... 
Two years. 


It seemed impossible. And she was grateful she didn’t have to face the hiss, the sudden 
pressure of water—not freezing, not the hard, suffocating spray of a hose—alone. She had 
Garrus with her, keeping her grounded in the present. 


When he’d finished rinsing her, he'd pulled her back against his chest with a soft trill and 
didn’t let her go. Making it easy to relax into him as he buried his face in her neck and 
inhaled her scent. Something she’d gotten used to, and had learned to expect from both of 
them. A familiar comfort. 


They’d stood pressed together in silence under the warm spray of water until she spoke. Even 
when she did, the silence lingered as Garrus seemed to register what she said. Like it took a 
moment to call him out of whatever haze he was in. He ran his nose softly up the side of her 
throat. 


“Home is...” His breath was heated against her damp skin as he trailed off. A quiet scoff. “A 
complicated subject. I’m not sure I even want to go back. Or if they'd want me, if I did.” 


His words surprised her. 


“Why wouldn’t you be welcome?” she frowned, turning her face into his, a gesture that made 
him purr at the closeness. 


A second later he pulled away. He looked down at her with a sudden seriousness. A deadly 
expression on him. Though he didn’t seem to be aware of the fact. 


“Tt’s, uh...” The low rumbled of his voice came and faded. “It’s hard to explain. When Axia 
bought me she removed my clan markings. It’s...shameful. Losing them in battle is one 
thing. But losing them to...” 


To slavery. To submission. 


She could hear Saren’s voice in the back of her mind. The turian military complex, Nihlus 
had called it. 


Garrus’s blue eyes grew distant as he looked at her. Overcome by a sudden, worried 
expression. 


“Listen, Jane, I...” He reached, like he wanted to touch her face. To run the back of his talon 
along her cheek. Instead his eyes shifted to his own hand. There was a flash of something on 
his face. A vague of horror. Like touching her was wrong. His hand furled closed and he let it 
fall away. “I’ve...done some things. Things I...wish I hadn’t.” 


“Things Axia made you do,” Jane said firmly. The room in his words made her stomach turn. 
Like he was implying he hadn’t been forced. She could see the guilt in his eyes. In the way he 
ducked his head and turned his face away from her. 


“Tf the Hierarchy knew. If my family knew...” his voice grew deeper. Distant. Filled with 
disgust. Then faded into a soft rasp as he said, “I can’t look my father in the eye.” 


Jane turned to face him fully. Her hand came to the front of his chest. Greeted by the 
surprised flex of his muscle and a slow, building breath. 


“You did it to protect your family.” She was frowning, though her words didn’t carry an edge. 
“That’s not who you are. You weren’t given a choice. Neither of us were.” 


Garrus studied her face. Didn’t speak for a long moment. Then rumbled, reaching to hold her 
hand against him. “And now that I have a choice,” he told her, “I want to choose you.” 


The way he said it was open. Hopeful. She could see the question in the way he looked at her. 
A want. 


“Wherever you go. Whatever happens next...I want to be there, Jane. With you. I don't want 
to go back to Palaven.” 


“Garrus, I...” emotion clawed its way up that she quickly reined in. More than anything, “I 
want that too.” 


It’s exactly what she wanted. The realization hit her head on. It made it impossible not to 
close the distance between them. Her mouth to his. Passing breath between them in a sudden 
rush. 


He tasted as warm as he felt. Even warmer when he backed her up against the shower stall 
and came over her, cupping her face in his hand. His talons raked softly in her hair. 


“Spirits... You have no idea how badly I’ve wanted to hear you say that,” Garrus rumbled. He 
skimmed his cheek along hers, talons dragging carefully down the contour of her waist. 
“Looks like Kryik is stuck with me.” 


Nihlus. 

Worry sparked. Would he want this too? Would he want her at all, now that they were free? 
“He’s alright, Shepard, don’t worry.” Garrus’s voice was a low purr. 

That name again. He said it softly. Like it meant something. Something important. 


She sighed as his mouth came back to hers and his hand moved lower down her waist. Daring 
and precise in his touch. She wanted to ask what it meant—why he liked to say it when they 
were alone. 


Instead there was a sound outside the stall door. A low thud. The whir of the lock 
disengaging. Garrus pulled away, ducked his head as he turned to look behind him. Before 
she could ask, he bristled. She heard him growl. A long, low, rumble in his chest. 


“Garrus—” 


His hand encircled her forearm, and he pulled her staunchly behind him. She couldn’t see 
over his shoulder. Though she didn’t need to. 


There was a slow serious of clicks from the open doorway. Cold air wafted in. Then 
disappeared as the door slid shut. 


“Enjoying yourself, pup?” 


Nihlus’s voice, but...deeper. Sharper. Angry. It sent heat through her like a solar flare. She 
tried to move up beside Garrus to see him. But his hand squeezed, holding her firmly in 
place. 


Jesus, when did his hand get so hot? 

“Stand down, Nihlus.” 

Garrus rumbled again. A warning sound. 

That low, clicking trill came. Drawn out and antagonistic. Like a laugh. 


Jane rested her hand on the hard, plated muscle of Garrus’s back. There was tension to it she 
didn’t like. She wanted to see Nihlus. To see for herself what he must’ve looked like to make 
Garrus so... 


“You're going to get yourself killed, ignoring the chain of command. Taking the human to 
hostile ground. Calling shots behind my back—typical C-Sec brat." 


The deep rasp of his voice came sharply into focus. There was something about it. 
Something... 


Garrus hissed. She watched his shoulders ease back, showcasing some of the muscle in a way 
that was hard to ignore. “We have seven on board. That’s a squad. We can stop for supplies 
when we land at the outpost. The den is exposed. Jane is right. We’re doing this.” 


The utter silence that followed was deadly. The heat of the steam vent behind her was making 
her sweat. She heard Nihlus give a low huff. 


“Jane.” 


His voice pierced through Garrus. Right to her. It made her blood spike—made heat flash 
instantly in her face. That low, heated rasp. He made a soft trill. A sound she knew. 


Calling her to him. 


“He doesn’t know what he’s saying,” he purred. “I can give you what you want. Anything, 
just tell me who, and how. Say the word and I’ Il have Xilo for you, wrapped in ribbon. Once 
you are safe on the Citadel.” 


Garrus didn’t let go of her, though he didn’t stop her now when she came to stand beside him. 
His blue eyes were on Nihlus. Dilated and dialed in. The shallow rise of his chest told her he 
was on guard. 


One look at Nihlus, and she understood why. 


She’d seen him like this before. In the cage. Crawling over her, body heated and desperate, 
running his naked erection up her stomach like he was in need. Absolutely feral. 


The color to his eyes was gone. They were dark and engorged, fully dilated, and fixed solely 
on her. Though his posture seemed more aware of Garrus. Ready and tuned to the other male 
in front of him. 


She could see the tone of his muscle beneath his shirt—the dark fabric now damp and 
clinging to him from the humid air. The second he saw her take notice, he rumbled. Cocked 
his head. 


“Jane...Come here.” 


She saw a flash of his throat. His shoulders eased back, a clear display of his size, 
showcasing the tone of chest, the subtle flex of his arm as he ran the side of his talon down 
his narrow stomach. 


“T can give you what you want.” 


There was something in the air. Slightly sweet. A little metallic. She’d tasted it on Garrus 
when he kissed her. And Nihlus, every time he pushed his tongue down inside her mouth, 
deep past the threshold of her throat. Until he was all she tasted—all she could smell. 


The air around her seemed to soften with a haze. Bringing Nihlus more sharply into focus. 
She heard Garrus growl. Became suddenly reminded of his hand around her arm, though he 
didn’t squeeze, didn’t hurt her, only held her firmly, with no intention to let go. 


Nihlus’s engorged eyes shifted down to where they were joined. She saw the rise of his chest 
as he inhaled—like he was smelling the air. The sudden growl he made was unsettling. He 
ducked his head to look back at Garrus. His skull-painted face was deadly in the low light of 
the showers. 


She felt Garrus bristle. 
“Don’t even think about it, Kryik.” 


His voice, fuck, that smooth draw, impossible to ignore. She didn’t know how he did it. But it 
made the room soften even more. 


Garrus shifted. Blocking more of her with his shoulder. He made a clicking trill—a sound he 
seemed to fight. One he couldn’t. 


Whatever was wrong with Nihlus, it was doing something to Garrus. She could hear those 
low thrums passing between them. Like words her translator couldn’t catch. 


Nihlus gave a low rumble. His left mandible slid back—a cocky, provoking look on him, 
posture eased and relaxed. A perfect display of his body. She watched his talon slip down to 
hook the hem of his shirt. Garrus tensed. The hard plated muscle on his stomach seemed to 
jump. Without warning he made a stifled hiss as his erection spilled from his plates, heavy 
and already full. 


Nihlus took a step toward him. Garrus growled. 


“The insubordination was enough,” Nihlus rasped. “Now I find you in here, tasting our 
female, ready to mount her—As if you’d know what to do with her if she let you.” 


Scathing and smooth. 


“You know I’d never hurt her,” Garrus replied. 


Hurt her? The question was a vague flicker. Overpowered by something much stronger. That 
word. Our. 


It gripped her from the inside. A feeling that was strong and dangerous. More than want. 
Need. 


Both turians seemed to sense it instantly. Nihlus’s attention flickered to her. He made that 
soft, low trill. His dilated eyes held hers as his hand moved to the waist of his pants. She 
heard Garrus inhale sharply. Saw a line of pearly blue liquid drip from his exposed erection 
and down the side of his thigh, slick and wet from the water. Nihlus let the waist of his pants 
slip down his hips, giving her the gratifying sight of his heavy cock. 


It sent a bolt through her. An immediate craving. She could still remember what it felt like, 
sliding inside of her. The way he’d panted as he’d pushed himself full hilt... 


His hand came to hold himself as he kicked his pants away to join his shirt. He stroked it 
once, slowly, displaying himself to her. To both of them. An offer—and a challenge. 


“No,” Nihlus crooned. “You wouldn’t even try. Can’t control yourself, can you, pup? Just 
look at you.” 


His attention was on Garrus now. Dialed in and tight. Nihlus let his erection hang as he 
moved in. Coming to stand in front of Garrus. Close and posturing. He cocked his head a 
little. Their faces were almost touching. She felt Garrus release her arm when Nihlus took a 
step closer, butting his hip with his own, causing him to step back. 


Garrus made a stifled grunt as his back hit the shower wall, bringing Nihlus under the rain of 
hot water. 


“You're aching for it.” 


She watched Nihlus rest one hand on Garrus’s waist, pinning him back against the wall. 
Watched the muscles on his stomach tighten as he gave a languid push against him, running 
their unplated erections together, a slow, taunting thrust. Garrus reclined his head a little as 
his unbandaged mandible went slack. His breath left him in a rush. 


“You’ve never felt a female from the inside. Have you? She’s soft, Vakarian. Warm. She took 
my knot so well.” Nihlus leaned in, voice dipping, a low, sinister murmur against the 
uninjured side of his face. “I know you can smell me on her. In her. Her need smells like me, 
doesn’t it?” 


Garrus made a soft rasp as his face turned away from Nihlus—turned to her. His blue eyes 
were quickly darkening. Only a sliver of color left as Nihlus reached down and ran his hand 
up the length of Garrus's exposed erection. 


She knew what he was doing. Now that she’d seen it once before. The way Garrus had 
wrapped his tongue around Nihlus in the mako—and tried his best to make Nihlus spend 


himself before he could enter her. 


He was trying to make him come. To make him finish, be down for the count, so Nihlus 
could take her for himself. 


“Turians ...so competitive with their fucking.” 


And christ, was it something to watch. It seemed so natural between them. Like it was 
nothing but instinct. 


Garrus thrust once into Nihlus’s hand. Made a low huff as Nihlus squeezed. 


“My mark is on her neck, Vakarian. Doesn’t she look so pretty with it? She offered her throat 
to me, when I made her come.” Garrus keened as he spoke. Gave another, harder, thrust 
against Nihlus, running his erection along Nihlus’s rigid cock. The sight was absolutely lurid. 
“She squeezes so tight when she does. Like she wants to keep me in.” 


Garrus growled. Bristled. His back arched off the wall as he bucked hard into Nihlus, who 
only hissed and slammed him back into place. 


“Should I describe it to you, Vakarian? What it feels like to make her come while I’m inside 
of her,” Nihlus purred. His arm was braced across his chest, heaving as Garrus began to pant, 
eyes wild as he looked at her. 


She could feel heat building between her legs. A craving that only grew as she watched them 
run against each other, ridges catching and rubbing together, making each of them slicker. 


Nihlus leaned his body against his as he said, “I bet you couldn’t even handle that much, 


pup.” 

Garrus growled again, a hard, angry sound, ducking his head to face Nihlus. She saw his 
hand come to grip his waist. It was the only warning she had before Garrus arched up, threw 
Nihlus sideways, and pinned him face forward against the wall. 


Nihlus braced his hand on the slick metal to push away, but Garrus shoved him back, bucking 
up against him from behind. Nihlus laughed. Sharp and antagonistic. Without hesitating he 
reached down between his own legs, catching Garrus’s length in a firm grip as he thrust 
against him, spurring him to continue, and he began fucking hard into Nihlus’s hand. 


She watched Garrus’s dripping erection run along the underside of Nihlus’s length. Each 
thrust giving her a half view of his cock between Nihlus’s water-streaked thighs. A sight that 
made her mouth part. Made the air leave her in a rush as she cursed. 


Nihlus made a low growl as he struggled to create space between himself and the wall. He 
braced his long talons against the metal and ducked his head to face her. His dilated eyes 
sought and found her with deadly precision. 


“Look at him, female,” he rasped. “See what you do to him? He can’t help himself.” 


He hissed as Garrus grunted, thrust rougher, gripping him hard by the hips from behind. She 
couldn’t see his face. Only his mouth, parted enough to show the razor edge of his teeth, the 
rest buried against the back of Nihlus’s neck. 


“He’s only giving you what you want,” Nihlus said. His voice was growing husky, rougher. 
She watched a slick blue ribbon of come drip down from the head of his engorged cock. The 
friction of Garrus rubbing against him was making him throb. She could see it. His stomach 
tightened with a low trill. 


“He can’t see reason. I can...” Nihlus panted. His words were lost to a growl, dark eyes 
growing glassy as she reached down, gripping his naked erection for herself, made hot by the 
heat of the water. 


She stood on her toes, close enough to feel the heat of his breath, fingers squeezing him 
harder. 


“He’s not giving me anything,” she said lowly. “I’m taking it.” 
Nihlus whined. 


“T don’t need his help, or yours. I’m finding Xilo. With or without you. I don't need your 
permission.” 


He was rigid, dripping between her fingers as he slid his erection further into her hand. Like 
his body was begging to be stroked. 


“Spirits...human,” he rasped. 
“T want you with me, Nihlus. Both of you.” 
“Always.” 


The answer was immediate. His bicep jumped as his talons furled closed against the metal 
wall. He panted. 


“Fuck, Jane, always. You have me.” 


The way he said it. So desperate and wild. Like he was throwing himself into the words. 
Fully and completely, helplessly hers. 


She felt Garrus try to pull back. To escape Nihlus’s commanding grip behind him. 
“Spirits. Let me lick her. I want to taste her.” 


Garrus’s voice was deep and heated. He pulled back again only to buck forward, pushing 
Nihlus hard against the wall. 


Nihlus bristled. His dark, engorged eyes fixed solely on her. It only took her a second to 
realize he was waiting for her. 


Waiting for a command. 
“T want both of you,” she said. 


The reaction from them was immediate. Nihlus made a low, shuddering trill as Garrus 
whined. 


Nihlus released him and Garrus was on her first. His spur hooked her leg and pulled her to 
him. She felt Nihlus turn to grab her by the waist. Lifted her. 


Garrus gripped her by the thighs with a huff as Jane slid her legs around the contour of his 
hips. It was perfect, like they were meant to fit. She felt him rumble. Then stiffen as he tried 
to hold her away from him. 


“Wait—spirits—Nihlus, I can’t—I’1I—” 


His words ended in a sharp growl as his length slid along the apex of her thighs, mingling her 
wetness with his. She felt his talons dig in. Nihlus closed in from behind, holding her against 
Garrus with the smooth, heated muscle of his body. 


He used the leverage to push Garrus back against the adjacent wall behind him. Steam wafted 
up around them. Beads of it formed and streaked across Garrus’s chest as it flexed with 
another huff. 


Nihlus reached to grip his hips, keeping him pinned to the wall. Holding him down. Just the 
sight made her heart pick up. Was he really going to... 


The question was answered the second she felt Nihlus push between her legs, run the slick 
head of his cock beneath Vakarian’s, pushing Garrus harder against her. 


Garrus snarled. His back arched, talons biting into her thighs. His hips bucked once, like he 
wanted to push into her, but Nihlus kept him pinned to the wall, keeping her securely 
between them. 


“Go slow,” Nihlus commanded, a deep, low rumbled. “She can take you. But you have to 
warm her. She’s tight.” He turned his face in to nuzzle the side of her hair. “Take him in your 
hand, female. Guide him to you. Take what you want.” 


Her head rolled back against his shoulder as her thoughts softened. She felt Nihlus press his 
mouth to her temple. Her thighs tightened around Garrus as she reached down, grabbing his 
straining erection in one hand and guiding it to align with her. 


Garrus tried to thrust into her again with a snarl. Absolutely feral. But Nihlus held firm. 


“T can feel her heat,” Garrus rasped. His head fell back as his mandible pulled tight to his 
face. He inhaled in a hiss. His entire body was tuned, rigid and flexed with need. “Fuck! 
Nihlus, don’t let me—” 


“T’ve got you,” Nihlus growled. “Breach her. Don’t keep her waiting. She wants it.” 


More than want. Need. 


She brought the head of his cock against her. It was slick, already dripping a steady stream of 
come, like it was eager to fill her. She felt the flex of his muscles as Nihlus pressed against 
her, guiding Garrus inside of her with a careful thrust of his own hips. 


There was the brief sear, a flash of fire as Garrus stretched her to accommodate his size, 
followed by the sudden, all-consuming tightening of pleasure. Her hand squeezed his erection 
as she arched, letting out a low moan. 


Garrus tried to buck again but Nihlus kept him pinned. His blue eyes fell to where they were 
joined, wild and dilated, watching the head of his erection disappear inside of her. 


“Tt’s...so good...too much...I...” It was all Garrus could manage before his words slipped 
away entirely. She felt his hips flex between her legs. A shallow thrust as instinct took over. 
Nihlus pressed his face to her hair and trilled to her softly. She felt his hot tongue come to 
race along the side of her neck. Where she knew his mark still lingered. 


Neither of them were speaking now. Just the low huffing of their breath, Garrus’s stifled 
grunts and moans as he gave her half thrusts, gripping her thighs with a desperate need. 
Nihlus pressed against her from behind as he began to fuck between her legs, against Garrus, 
his ridges catching her perfectly, making her squeeze around Garrtus inside of her. 


Her back arched against Nihlus. Surrounded on every side. An overload of pleasure, of touch 
and warmth. After a moment Nihlus rumbled, rasping softly, “Pull out. Let me feel her.” 


He lifted her slightly. Garrus snarled softly and she felt the sudden rush of him pulling out. 
Only to be replaced by the heat of Nihlus, pushing in, thrusting deeper with a low growl. 


His hand slid up to brace against Garrus’s chest, freeing him to thrust against her from the 
outside like Nihlus had, giving Nihlus range to reach down and stroke the back of his talon 
between her legs, against that perfect spot. 


“So well, Jane,” he trilled to her, “You take us so well.” 


He thrust into her for a moment, only to slid out, and feel Garrus push eagerly back in. It was 
too much. Too perfect. Being filled so completely. Nihlus’s soft touches. Garrus gripping her 
desperately. Each of them sliding in and out of her in tandem as her pleasure built, spilled 
over, imploded inside of her. 


Nihlus didn’t move his talon when she came. He pulled out when she started, letting Garrus 
thrust into her fervently, commanding him, “She’s ready for you. Feel it, let her take what she 
wants.” 


It only took one thrust before Garrus snarled. Bucked into her half way. She felt his come 
rush out to fill her in hot, feverish waves. His mandible fell slack as he grunted, looking 
down at his cock inside of her. 


“She takes so much of it,” he panted, keening. “I can feel her pulling it from me. Her body 
wants it.” 


He pushed into her a few more times before Nihlus snarled at him, barred his arm across his 
chest to pin him back, forcing Garrus out, only to push in for himself, thrust once, twice, 
harder, fucking her deep as he came. 


“Jane,” he rasped. 


She was so full it ached. But she didn’t care. Too lost in the haze, in the way they touched 
her, held her between them. 


They stayed like that, together, under the steam and hot water. Nihlus pulled out after a 
minute and began washing between her legs as Garrus held her. None of them spoke. Content 
in the silence, with each other, and firm in the resolve of what they now were. 


No matter what. No matter where. Noveria, or anywhere else. 


Together. 


Chapter End Notes 


Thought it was time for Garrus to explore his reach and flexibility. 


A Hell of a Picture 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


The space outside the cabin was dark. She could see light coming from the medbay, picking 
up the faint hum of muffled voices through the door. The rest of the crew had been bunking 
down on the cots to give the three of them space. Or, as Wrex had put it, “So I can breathe 
without the smell of two turians in heat.” 


Nihlus had been all too pleased to close the door before he’d actually gotten the chance to 
finish. Though she could hear him through the other side as Wrex had laughed and lumbered 
away. 


They’d had the bunk room to themselves for the last three nights undisturbed. A surprising 
amount of that had been spent sleeping. And occasionally. ..not. 


They were tired. All of them. And it was the perfect time for rest. 


The first day they’d stopped on what Garrus called an outpost to pick up supplies. Guns, 
ammo, meds, and rations. Nihlus had bought her a helmet and a set of gloves. When she’d 
asked about armor, watching Nihlus and Garrus outfit themselves, and occasionally each 
other, Nihlus had trilled, cocked his head, and assured her the jumpsuit she had on was the 
best asari armor money could buy. 


Which, apparently, her handler had. And was no doubt the reason she’d gotten through her 
fight with Benezia so unscathed. Though it looked much lighter than the heavy gauntlets she 
watched Nihlus slap into place over his forearms. 


Garrus had given her an omni-tool. One with more functions than she was used to. She’d 
watched him key a few things onto the screen after she put it on, giving her instructions on 
how to use it, with a few added features that went over her head. 


“Tt has a heat regulator for your suit. So you won’t need the added armor. And a boosted 
comm channel. So we can talk while we send those slaver bastards back to the underground.” 


The way he’d said underground left her with the impression it meant something more. Like 
hell. Which made her chuckle. 


Nihlus had clicked in mock irritation, butting Garrus’s shoulder with the side of his forearm. 
“Think you can tally more than me, kid?” he’d purred. “I’ve been doing this a long time.” 


Garrus had hissed as he laughed, pressing a hand to the more permanent bandage the salarian 
doctor had left on his face. 


“Healing quicker than expected,” the doctor had assured them. Though he didn't know if 
he’d be able to use the injured mandible again. 


Something Garrus had brushed off with a joke. Though she’d noticed he made no effort to 
look in the mirror whenever they got ready in the morning. 


She didn’t care what it looked like under the bandage, as long as he was still breathing. 


Jane inhaled slowly through her nose at the thought. A steadying breath, staring at the door to 
the armory in silence. She could feel the rapid thrum of her heart in her chest. 


Garrus and Nihlus were still asleep in the bunk cabin. Something she'd tried and failed to do 
for most of the night. She’d managed to slip out when Nihlus had rolled over with her on his 
chest, giving easy access to the edge of the bed. 


It wouldn’t be long before the day cycle triggered the lights and the two would wake up. 
They’d be on Noveria in just a few hours. 


Something dark and heavy chewed at the corner of her thoughts. Though it didn’t stop her 
from approaching the door and keying the code into the keypad with her thumb. 


The room inside was dark. Lit only by the emergency lights that lined the floor. She could see 
him standing in front of the rifle rack when she entered. Facing the door. Like he’d known 
she’d been out there, debating whether to come in. 


His silhouette was terrifying against the low red lights. 
“Touch down is at o’six hundred. You should be sleeping.” 


Not even a question. She didn’t bother asking how he knew. It never surprised her. Jane 
didn’t answer. 


“Ts that what you’re wearing?” 

His voice was the low, lethal rumble. 

She’d gotten dressed in the dark. Just her jumpsuit and boots, leaving the rest for later. 
“Nihlus gave me a helmet and gloves,” she told him. 

Saren rumbled. “Good,” he said. 

His eyes roamed over her in appraisal before cutting back to her face. 


“Noveria’s temperatures are subzero. The cold will kill you quickly without the sun. You 
need a regulator.” 


“Garrus attached one to my omni-tool.” 
“Tf it malfunctions, you’re dead. Keep it protected.” 


Jane couldn’t think of an answer for why she’d come. Why she was standing here, alone in 
the dark with him again. Her hand balled into a fist. She could feel her palm, cold and 


clammy. She heard the sound of sliding metal, his cuff moving along the rifle rack as he 
shifted. 


“Let Spectre Kryik take point. Watch what he does. You can learn from him. Don’t enter a 
room until you spot cover. And keep your shields up.” 


Jane inhaled through her nose, exhaling slowly through her mouth. 
Fucking nerves. 


She’d been in it before. In training. Back to the wall, kill or be killed. But she’d never gone 
into it willingly. 


Was she making a mistake? 

She heard Saren inhale. A low whoosh of air. Followed by a click. 
“Come here.” 

The words were firm. Commanding. But less harsh than she’d expect. 


Jane paused for a second. Moved slowly toward him in the dark. She could feel him hovering 
over her when she stopped. See the metal-streaked side of his face as he came to stand in 
front of her. 


She felt him take hold of the zipper on her jumpsuit. He guided it slowly over her throat, 
zipping it fully. 


Before he could finish there was a buzz. The lights in the cabin flickered on with the day- 
cycle and Saren appeared in front of her. 


He didn’t let go of the zipper for a moment. His sharp, unnatural eyes flickered down to his 
hand just shy of her throat. She felt his thumb stroke the zipper before he released it. His 
posture straightened into something militant and strict. 


“Keep your comms open,” he told her, stepping back. “And your visuals on.” 

Jane clenched her jaw. Fought to keep her breathing even. 

“Go,” he told her firmly. 

Her hand stayed in a fist as she turned for the door. Before she could open it, he stopped her. 
“Human.” 


A pause. Jane turned her head. Saren nodded toward the pile of his belongings near the 
comer of the room. Just out of his reach. 


She hesitated before going to it. There were several pieces of armor. A rather advanced 
looking omni-tool. And a pistol. 


“Take it. You’ll use something reliable.” 
She had to move the armor and omni-tool aside to get it. 
“Mind the heat gauge and it won’t require reload,” he said. “Take it and go.” 


She left the rest of his things scattered on the floor as she tucked the gun into the holster on 
the back of her belt. Not missing the way he rumbled when she did. 


He said nothing else to her. She didn’t look back as she left the armory. 


That big krogan was at the mess area when she came out into the hall. He didn’t seem to 
notice her until she approached the ramp. 


“I’m surprised those two let you out of their nest,” he chuffed, tearing the top off of a 
heatable food packet. “Gotta say I’m impressed. Small thing like you. Taking a ride on, not 
one, but two of those war-dogs.” 


The krogan dropped his packet into the portable stove and shuffled to face her with a leering 
grin. 


“Turians don’t play nice,” he made that slow, lazy laugh. “I hear they bite.” 
“Goddess, Wrex, read the room. It’s barely five a.m..” 


Jane’s attention shifted to the asari, Aleena, sitting at the small table behind him. She was 
propped up, half slouched over a cup of something that smelled suspiciously like coffee. 


“Come on,” Wrex lumbered around to face Aleena, “Humans—new kid to the galaxy. 
Climbing in bed with one of the oldest, deadliest species in intergalactic airspace. If that’s not 
Fornax material, I don’t what is.” 


The timer on the stove went off and Wrex reached over to pull out his food. 


“I’m about to kick your ass all the way back to the medbay,” Aleena muttered over her mug, 
staring straight ahead. 


She felt someone come up behind her, brushing shoulders with her as they entered the mess 
area. “I can’t believe you drink that shit.” 


T’Loak’s voice was still thick with sleep. She shot a bleary-eyed glare at Aleena at the table. 
“Smells like hot dirt.” 


She took a seat across from her and brought her boots up onto the table, downing water from 
a bottle in her hand. 


“Yeah, but it makes you feel like a krogan ready to charge. Humans are onto something with 
this.” 


She watched Aleena take a generous swig from her mug. The smell of it was heavy. A scent 
she hadn’t realized she’d forgotten until now. The last time she’d smelled it was... 


Jane felt the low pulse of her biotics flare. Something no one but T’Loak seemed to notice. 
Her narrowed eyes shifted to Jane. 


“Got a problem, human?” 
Jane cocked an eyebrow. “You comin’ with us when we land?” 


She’d been surprised Aria hadn’t stayed behind on the outpost. For all the bitching she did 
about coming along. Jane wished she had. Both Nihlus and Garrus had assured her T’Loak 
was a neutral party. And helpful in the right circumstances. But that didn’t stop Jane from 
seeing a slaver every time she looked at her. 


She’d bought Nihlus. Whether they intended it or not, Jane would’ve gladly kicked her off 
the boarding ramp the second the ship was in air. 


“T’ve got nothing better to do,” T’Loak said dryly. “If I can’t get a little clean with Helix, 
might as well do it by gunning down slavers.” 


“Aria T’Loak going straight. Omega must’ve frozen over.” Wrex made a gruff sound of 
amusement as he plopped down beside Aleena at the table. “What’s a blooded gun like you 
going clean for anyway?” 


“More like who,” Aleena scoffed. 


T’Loak turned her head away, like she was bored with the question. Though Jane didn’t miss 
the subtle tension that rose in her shoulders. 


“Trading turians like property to get yourself an investment isn’t what I’d call clean,” Jane 
said bluntly, leaning back against the counter with her arms crossed. 


T’Loak’s eyes sharpened as they studied her. She heard Aleena mutter over her mug, “And 
here we go.” 


“Turian,” Aria corrected her, emphasizing the singular. “Just one. And he seemed pretty 
willing to me.” It was a punch to the gut Jane refused to show. “I’ve seen slaves before, 
human.” The way she looked at her turned pointed. “That guard dog of yours sure as shit isn’t 
one of them. I saw an opportunity, and I took it. That’s all. The rest isn’t my problem.” 


Wrex made a slow, rolling laugh. “Spoken like the queen of Omega,” he rumbled. 


Jane didn’t take her eyes from T’Loak in front of her. “Spoken like someone who doesn’t 
give a damn about anyone but themselves.” Her voice took an edge. “I see that’s worked well 
for you so far.” 


It hit a nerve. Jane saw it flash in her eyes. Quickly covered by a cruel smirk. “It got you 
here, didn’t it?” Aria said. 


“Jane.” She didn’t have time to respond before she heard Nihlus coming toward her down the 
short hall. She turned her head, arms still crossed, a posture that seemed to make him stand a 
little taller. 


“Late to the party,” Wrex said gruffly. “We were just talking about you.” 


Nihlus clicked, shot him a half smile that looked nothing but cocky. “Who isn't?” he rasped. 
His green eyes shifted back to her as she turned to face him. “We’Il touch down soon. You 
should warm up. I want to give you something.” 


Heat stung her cheeks as he came to stand over her. He didn’t look pleased. But he didn’t 
look angry. Resolved, seemed like the right word. 


She followed him back down the hall, much to Wrex’s amusement, spotting Garrus seated on 
the bunk when they re-entered the cabin. His legs were splayed a little, one arched on the 
bed, the other hanging off the edge, elbow slung across the railing, showcasing the 
impressive muscle of his arm as he worked on the omni-tool in his hand. 


“T’ve almost got it. Just give me a sec.” He was fiddling with some small component on the 
sleek tool. Jane watched him for a second before Nihlus came up behind her, taking her by 
the biceps, giving them a testing squeeze. 


“Give me your hands,” he rumbled. “I'll stretch you.” 


He was surprisingly helpful in getting her shoulders to release. And more than a little amused 
by how far she could bend to stretch her legs, and fold herself to work out her hips. When 
she’d finished it was to an audience, both of them paused near the bed to watch her. Garrus's 
blue eyes were on her crossed legs with a distant, fascinated look. 


“Impressive, human,” Nihlus purred. He offered his reach to help pull her to her feet. Once 
she was standing his hand slid down to her waist. “You should learn how to prep your 
firearm.” 


She felt him unholster the pistol he must’ve spotted on her belt. When he brought it between 
them she saw him pause. He turned it, keeping the aim to the wall, examining the gun in his 
hand. 


The silence that came made her uneasy. She looked up at him. A second passed. He clicked 
and slid the chamber back as he began inspecting it. 


“Good,” he said. Firm. But not angry. “It’s a good gun.” He handed it to her. “Drop the clip 
from the handle.” 


She followed his instruction as he ran her through a few steps, keeping stock of what he had 
her do and how, wondering if it would be the first and last time she’d ever do them. She’d 
just finished when Garrus made a soft hiss, “Ha! Got it.” And stood from the bed. 


He brought the omni-tool, her omni-tool, over to her as she holstered her weapon. “It should 
read off your amp when you want to activate it.” 


Jane took the tool, raising an eyebrow. Garrus watched her slide it into place on her forearm. 
“What is it?” she asked. 
“Tt’s a holo-weapon,” Nihlus said. “Try it.” 


She was familiar enough with the functions of an omni-tool it only took a low trigger of her 
biotics to release the weapon—an orange, blade-like shape that scaled the length of her thigh. 
She could feel the heat of it through the fabric of her jumpsuit. Garrus made a pleased trill. 


“A perfect fit,” Nihlus praised. 


Garrus came to retest its security as she let the blade withdraw. He made an admiring, low 
rumble. “Xilo doesn’t stand a chance,” he said. “A hard hitting biotic with a grudge—they 
won’t see it coming.” 


Jane shot a look back at Nihlus. His green eyes were watching her closely, arms folded across 
his broad chest, leaning against the vertical bunk rail. 


“They might not be ready,” she told him. “But we are.” 


They had to be. 


38K 


Garrus had never seen anything like it. The vast stretch of cold over ice and snow. A dark 
sky. Dim fire in the trees. The skeletons of burned makos, down fleet ships, and mercenaries 
who’d picked the wrong side. 


Spectre Arterius had blown an impressive hole in the slaver’s den on Noveria. He’d held 
nothing back to extract the human—and left none alive in the process. They met no resistance 
approaching the entrance to the tunnels. He’d been sure to check Jane’s temperature gauge 
the second they set foot off the ramp. Even with his on high, he could still feel the chill of the 
wind through his suit. 


The tunnels underground were surprisingly empty. When they emerged onto the painfully 
familiar platform into the den, it was dark. 


“Shit, it reeks,” T’Loak cursed. “They just left it like this?” 


None of the bodies they'd downed had been cleared from the lower level. Judging by the 
smell coming out from the hall, he guessed the rest of the facility likely wasn’t much better. 


“Tt’s like no one’s here.” Jane’s voice came up beside him. 
“T don’t like this,” he heard Nihlus say. 


Garrus triggered the comms on his omni-tool. “Aleena, what’s the read?” 


“T don’t know,” the asari’s voice flooded the channel. “So much damn ice it’s impossible to 
tell. Initial heat signatures from the ship’s scanner aren’t picking up anything.” 


He heard Wrex curse. 


“If we can’t rely on bird’s-eye we stick together and move quietly,” Nihlus said, pacing 
through to the head of the group. “Once we’ve secured a pathway, we should do a sweep for 
civilians.” 


Garrus shot a look at Jane, who was watching Nihlus closely. 


“You take point,” she told him. Garrus didn’t miss the way Nihlus stood a little taller at her 
command. His broad shoulders eased back as he let his assault rifle dangle at his side, green 
eyes shooting to him. 


“Vakarian.” 
“T got her,” he clicked. 


He stayed on her six, Wrex and T’Loak following behind, as they made their way up into the 
main vain of the facility. A series of images flashed the second he set eyes down the dark 
hall. Faces. People he’d escorted in through the ramps, watched Axia throw in a cage—use— 
and the sting of the electric rod, the gut-wrenching impact of a krogan’s fist when he 
hesitated, thought twice. 


“Get moving, dog. Or next one will be your sister.” 
“You okay?” 


Jane’s voice pulled his attention. He didn’t realize how tightly he was gripping his rifle until 
his hands relaxed. 


“Yeah,” he said, though his voice was farther off. “Just...bad memories. That’s all.” He 
ducked his head to look at her through the tented visor of her helmet. “But I’m sure I don’t 
have to tell you.” 


“We'll be out of here soon.” He could tell she was trying to be kind. Though her voice was 
terse, likely stemming her own bad memories. “Saren said Xilo was holed up here 
somewhere. Let’s find him and as many civilians as we can, then get the hell off this planet.” 


“We’re coming up on the cell block now. If there are any civilians left alive, they’ll be here,” 
Garrus said. 


Nihlus pulled them to a stop, resting his back against the wall to throw him a glance. “What’s 
the ship saying?” 


Aleena’s voice came in over the comms. “Additional scans are picking up heat signatures in 
two of the rooms ahead. And something...something big on the upper level. There’s more 
than a few of them up there, so be ready.” 


“We should clear the hostiles first,” Nihlus rumbled, turning to look at Jane. “We need to 
make sure it’s safe to escort any civilians back to the ship.” 


“Good plan.” Jane gave him a firm nod. He heard Nihlus trill. Watched him come forward, 
tuck a talon under the front of her helmet. 


“Stay behind me,” he instructed. That smooth, cool voice. Though, for her, soft. Always soft. 
“T’Il steer us to cover.” 


Garrus couldn’t deny he looked damn good. Standing over their human. Dressed in that sleek, 
dark armor, dangling a deadly weapon at his side. Rebel-Spectre Kryrik in the flesh. 


“Let’s move,” he heard T’Loak grumble. 
He could smell that fiery warm scent that told him Jane was enjoying the sight as well. 


They had to take a lift to the upper level. When the doors opened the landing looked no 
different. Empty and unkept. 


“Potential hostiles in the area,” Aleena warned over the comms. “Be prepared to engage.” 
It wasn’t until Nihlus stepped foot onto the platform that they saw them. 


“Incoming!” Garrus shouted, lining sights with a set of mercs that appeared behind the cover 
of a crate. Not good enough cover. Too bad for them. “Any more visuals on that big bad you 
saw a second ago, Aleena?” 


“Nothing yet. Still trying.” 


There was rapid fire from a few advancing hostiles ahead of them. Well, approaching until 
one of them pulled a pin from a grenade, and Nihlus brought his rifle up, gunning it down the 
second it was airborne. The blast hit the group head on. Four of them, gone in a second. 


“Shit, impressive aim, kid.” 


Wrex’s voice came over the hail of bullets on metal. Nihlus ducked his head to shoot a look 
at Garrus. 


“My four to your two, pup,” he rasped to him over the comms. “What else you got?” 


Wrex’s laugh followed. Tailed by T’Loak’s voice. ““Turians. Turning everything into a 
competition.” 


Garrus lined his sights with another merc ducked behind a crate, exchanging fire with Jane. 
“Scratch one! That’s three.” 


He heard Kryik’s low growl. A set of doors opened across the platform, revealing a line of 
shield wielding krogans, now the only things left between them and the inner ramp. He could 
see a large, open room just behind them, and... 


“Shit, that’s a mech,” he called out. 
“Looks like a big one,” Aleena confirmed. 
“Get these krogan out of the way so we can get a visual,” Nihlus shouted. “Jane, take cov—” 


There was a flash of something bright. Scorching the cold. The fiery flare of her holo-weapon 
as Jane triggered the blade. That sudden rush of her biotics gripping the air. She slammed into 
the middle krogan head on, piercing his shield with the weapon like it was nothing, dropping 
the merc before Nihlus could even finish. 


“Spirits...” The force was enough to knock the other two krogan off balance. He raised his 
rifle and scratched the second one before he could regain his footing. “One more, that’s four! 
We’re—” 


Nihlus sent an expert shot through the last krogan’s visor. “Five. Don’t feel bad, pup. You’re 
still learning.” 


Heat stung his neck, creeping up at that smooth, cool, voice. Damn him. 
“Got a visual on the mech.” T’Loak shouted. “Aiming to fire—fuck get down!” 


Fire built and then imploded. Nihlus shouted his name. Garrus only had a second to turn and 
grab Jane before it hit. A close call. Enough to throw them back toward the lift across the 
platform. 


He landed on Jane with a low oof. The second they stopped moving he felt her scramble to sit 
up. There was a high beeping sound. One he realized immediately was coming from her 
omni-tool. From the heat regulator he’d attached to the side. 


“Shit.” He looked down at it. Jane didn’t seem to hear her. Or maybe she didn’t care. He 
watched her fight her way back onto her feet, eyes locked on the mech, and nothing else. 


He knew that look. Hard. Burning. Hotter and brighter than any flame he’d ever seen. Like 


fire. 

Dead sights. 

Seconds before a kill. 
Spirits, this woman. 


The mech whirred as its arm turned to aim. Before it could lock Jane sent out a biotic flare 
that struck the side of the rocket chamber. An expert aim. It knocked the arm wide, making 
the entire machine wobble, teeter off balance. Giving her the perfect chance to pull her pistol 
and start firing at the glass to the pilot’s seat. 


She advanced as she did. Shot after shot, walking toward it head on. Stubborn. Refusing to 
back down. The second the glass splintered she dropped her aim and sent her hand out. 


Garrus had never seen a stasis field firsthand until he’d met Jane. Though he didn’t think 
most of them hit as hard as the human’s did. It shattered the splintered glass and wrenched 
the batarian pilot out through the head of the mech—seat straps be damned. 


“Goddess.” He heard Aleena’s voice over the comms. Likely watching through the visuals on 
one of their helmets. 


Jane lifted the merc above the mech and let him dangle. He knew what would come next. 
That vicious flex. The sudden closing of the field as she crushed whatever was inside. 


The batarian didn’t make a sound when she did it. Though, what was left of him did as it hit 
the floor. 


There was a tense moment of silence as she stood with her back to him. Then turned her 
head, shooting Nihlus a glance. 


“That’s four. The mech counts as two,” she said breathlessly. 

He heard the Spectre purr. 

She glanced back at Garrus over her shoulder. Her green eyes were sharp. Present. 
“T bet Xilo’s just through the other side.” Her voice was that low, husky hum. 


She was headed through the doors onto the inner ramp before he could say anything. Nihlus 
was following her in an instant. Who wouldn’t? 


Jane’s instincts were good. The inner ramp led straight into what looked like the main control 
room. The door was shut but not locked. It wouldn’t matter either way. They were here now. 
Xilo had nowhere to run. 


He was standing at the control console when they found him, back to a large window that 
showed the dark sky of Noveria beyond—not yet daybreak. He wasn’t moving. Poised. Like 
he’d been waiting for them to come. 


“Xilo.” Jane raised her pistol, coming to a stop across the room. 


“T have to say I’m not the least bit surprised,” Xilo said. He moved to brace his hands on the 
console behind him. Something that earned him Nihlus’s aim, dead between the eyes, no 
hesitation. His talon was already on the trigger. Ready to pull. 


“T tried to warn Axia she was playing with a human time-bomb,” the batarian said. “Speaking 
of...” 


Garrus had his sights so busy on Xilo he hadn’t noticed the screen behind him. Or, more 
importantly, what was on it. He lowered his scope when he did. 


“Shit. Kryik...” 


The clock on the screen was counting down. With only nine minutes to spare. 


Nihlus’s green eyes shifted to the screen before returning to Xilo. His fringe narrowed. 


“Nine minutes isn’t a lot of time.” His voice was that smooth, low rumble. “Are you really 
going to blow this place with you in it?” 


Xilo reclined his head a little. The edges of his mouth turned upward in amusement. “You 
destroyed my facility. Cost me millions on a deal I can’t repay,” his voice dropped, growing 
sharp, “And put a bullet through my brother’s head.” 


“Tarak was easy prey,” Nihlus said, scathingly cool. "He got what he deserved." 


“And so will you,” Xilo shot back, “I’m going to make damn sure of that. Even if I have to 
see it through myself.” 


Garrus bristled. “You’ve been holed up in here the whole time, haven’t you? Just waiting. 
You knew we would come.” 


Leave. They have to leave. Now. This was a one-man ambush. 


“And now that you’ve arrived...” He saw Xilo reach for the omni-tool on his arm, “We might 
as well speed things along.” 


Jane didn’t give him the chance. 


She brought her pistol up and fired. The bullet hit his shoulder, causing him to stumble back 
against the control panel. Garrus raised his sights. But Nihlus was faster. His reach better— 
closer. And his Spectre-trained, military grip, absolutely lethal. 


He was on the batarian before Xilo had a chance to gather himself, to stand, to do anything 
but hold up his hand like a reflex to keep Kryik away. A mistake. Like turning your back on a 
wild animal. 


It was the first thing Nihlus grabbed. 


His talons sunk it as he yanked, the jump of his muscle beneath his suit, a low, hard growl, 
sending blood through the air in a shower. He heard Xilo’s omni-tool clatter as it hit the floor 
—with Xilo’s arm still attached. 


Garrus felt the sudden prickle of Jane’s biotics. The smell of her adrenaline flooding the air. 
“Jesus Christ.” 
Nihlus snarled, coming to stand over the batarian as he fell to his knees. 


His talons unfurled at his side, gleaming dark with blood, eyes zeroed in. Tracking Xilo like 
he’d been waiting for this. Like he’d imagined this moment for himself every night he’d 
spent in his cage. 


“What did I say?” Xilo laughed—a loose, manic sound. His dark eyes were glassy as he 
looked up at the Spectre. “Once a dog, always a fucking do—” 


Garrus didn’t have to watch to know. He saw Nihlus’s hand come back, talons aimed, straight 
for the throat. A kill move. 


“Jane.” 


Garrus called her name. Pulled her attention so she wouldn't have to see it for herself. Her 
green eyes flickered to him just as he heard the sound. The sudden rush of blood on metal. 
Xilo’s last breath, thick and rasping. Nihlus’s subvocals thrummed, deep and absolutely feral. 
His breath was ragged in the coming silence. 


“We have seven minutes to evac,” T’Loak’s voice came from the doorway. “We need to go. 
Now.” 


Jane glanced back at Nihlus. “The civilians,” she said. 


Nihlus ducked his head. Bringing his profile into view against the dark sky of Noveria. 
“Vakarian. Can you disarm the bomb?” 


“Not in seven minutes,” he said. It would take him that much time alone to break through 
into the terminal. 


“Then we move. Now.” 


He noticed that Nihlus was the last of them to turn, waiting until Jane had passed through the 
door onto the ramp before he stepped away from Xilo. Or what was left of him. 


Garrus understood it. He would’ve done the same. Any trained turian would have. What Xilo 
had done to him... 


“Angel, I’ve got a read on the big bad I saw on the scanner earlier. It looks like some kind of 
bomb.” 


Aleena’s voice came back in over the comms. Better late than never. 


“Yeah, with about seven minutes left until it brings the whole den down around us,” he 
replied. “Clear the airspace. You don’t want to be near the blast when this thing goes boom.” 


He followed on Nihlus’s spurs as they made their way back down the ramp. 


“We take the same way we came,” the Spectre commanded. “We can’t stop, but we can give 
those civilians a chance to run with us.” 


They had seven minutes to open those cell doors and retreat. With Axia’s omni-tool it was 
possible. 


But risky. And just like everything else when it came to Nihlus Kryik—veckless. 


“I’m pulling the ship out of blast radius,” Aleena reported. “You'll have to run for it once 
you’re out of the tunnel.” 


“Copy,” Garrus replied. 


He began keying commands into Axia’s omni-tool the second they were on the lift. He’d seen 
her use it enough to know how to access the facility map. Now that he’d swapped her login 
for his, it only took a few added taps on the holo-screen to open the cell block doors. 


The lower level was practically pitch compared to the upper platform when they stepped off 
the lift. Several varren had already scampered out from one of the opened cells toward the 
tunnels. He saw Jane and Nihlus slow to a stop ahead of him as they neared the center of the 
hall. 


“Shit.” 
Jane cursed. It took him a second to see why. 


The kid was standing in the center of the hall. Spirits, human young were small. The kid 
huddled down when he saw Nihlus. Crouching with his hands to his ears, making a sudden, 
panicked gasp. At least, Garrus assumed it was a he, given the scent and shorter fringe—ah, 
hair. 


Nihlus made a purring sound and took a generous step back. 


The kid was wearing a warming suit. Likely to keep him alive in the cold cell without 
anything to nest with. 


“Shit, we’ve got wounded civilians,” Wrex said. 


Garrus glanced over into the open cell. An asari and two salarians. Dressed in those same 
warming suits. Leaving him to wonder what Xilo must’ve had planned for them. 


Wrex made rumbling sound. “Bet they were using them to train the varren to hunt.” 
“Gotta keep them warm long enough to run, I guess,” Garrus grumbled. 


He shot a look at Nihlus. His back was to him, head ducked as he seemed to study the kid in 
front of him. 


“Jane.” 

He heard the low rasp of his voice. A private moment. Just between them. 
“Help the others,” she said. “I got him.” 

Nihlus didn’t hesitate. “Vakarian.” 

“Got it.” 


He followed the Spectre into the cell, shouldering the first civilian he could reach as Nihlus 
did the same. 


“Ah, shit.” 


The clunk of Wrex’s boots came up behind them. He grabbed the other salarian and lugged 
him up over his shoulder like it was nothing. 


The second they retreated from the cell there was a loud shriek. Sudden darkness, followed 
by the flash of red lights. Warning sirens. 


“We need to clear the blast area, now!” Nihlus barked. “Jane, take point.” 
Go first. If any of them made it out of here, it was going to be her. 


She had the kid by his hand, his other at his mouth with a few fingers inside. Something a 
teething turian could never do. He wondered if it was a human instinct. 


They moved quickly toward the tunnels. He could feel the chill of the exit point once they 
were near. 


“Ship is in orbit straight north,” Aleena came in over the comms. 
“We have two minutes to clear the blast,” Jane shouted. “We have to run.” 


The facility was massive. Whatever fireball it sent into the sky was going to be a big one. 
They were going to feel it no matter how far they were. 


The second they were boots to the snow they were running. He could hear the salarian beside 
him struggling for air. His feet fumbled, but he was able to take his stride as Garrus followed 
Nihlus towards the shelter of the trees, keeping Jane between them. Never once losing sight 
of her. 


“Shit, it’s cold,” Jane panted. “I don’t see the ship.” 


Light was growing as day broke through the trees ahead of them. “It’s close,” he assured her, 
"Just keep—” 


There was a boom. A low pulse as something shook the ground beneath them. The human 
stumbled. 


“Jane!” 


It only took a second for the blast to hit. He could feel the sudden wash of heat. Jane was 
thrown forward a second before he was, causing him to lose visual. 


Panic clawed in deep. He lost his hold on the salarian as he landed, sliding several feet in the 
snow. 


“Jane!” 


Nihlus was calling to her. Garrus growled, scrambling to roll over as he came to stop, coming 
face to face with the massive column of fire behind them. 


“Spirits...” 
The human...where was the hu— 


He saw the kid first. Cradled in against her chest. The blast had knocked her helmet off. 
Leaving her red hair to flurry in the cold wind like a flame, knees to the snow. Like she 
herself was the fire, half curled to protect the boy from the blast, steadfast and blazing. 
Brighter than anything Garrus had ever seen. Her green eyes cut the distance to land on him. 


“Goddess. That’s a hell of a picture.” Aleena said over the comms. He heard the whir of his 
visor cam as the asari must’ve used it to zoom in. 


Nihlus had her a second later, kneeling beside her as he slung his gun behind him. 

“I’m losing visual with the smoke. Taking the ship back into a wider radius.” 

“Copy,” Garrus said. “Is she alright, Kryik?” 

Nihlus’s voice came in over the comms. “She’s good. Gather the civilians. Let’s move.” 


Relief hit him in a wave. It was a long walk back to the ship. He would’ve carried her if he 
had to. Garrus stayed, watching the two of them a second longer, standing in the blaze as 
sunlight crested the snow-covered landscape. 


A hell of a picture... 
It really was. 


And something in Garrus’s stomach told him it wouldn’t be the last. 
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“Auman.” 


Jane held a little tighter to the kid still huddled in her arms. The deep snow was making it 
difficult to walk. Or maybe it was the numbness in her legs, making everything feel slow. It’d 
been a while since she could feel her hands, either. 


“Human. Listen to me.” 


She didn’t think it was real. That deep, rumbling voice coming from the comms inside her 
helmet. There was no way. It wasn’t possible. She blinked away some of the fog that seemed 
to be building in her vision. 


“Your heat regulator is damaged.” Her handler’s voice was even. Calm. Not real. There was 
no way. 


She stumbled a little on her own feet, refusing to look down, keeping her eyes on the empty 
landscape of sunlight over snow. 


“Your body’s temperature is too low. You’re hypothermic.” 


She could see the ship in the distance. Hovering just outside the line of dark smoke that 
swarmed the sky. 


“You need a stim. In the torso, not the extremities. A shot to one of your limbs will kill you.” 


They’d been walking for what must’ve been twenty minutes. They’d cleared the trees and 
were now approaching the stretch of ice they’d once crossed on the southern part of the lake. 


“Tt’s right there,” her voice was farther off. More of a rasp—a sound that surprised her. “It’s 
close.” 


“But not close enough.” That low, calm voice again. Almost something. Almost...soft. 
Almost. “You need to do it now.” 


Jane stumbled again, unable to catch herself this time as her knees hit the snow. The boy in 
her arms whimpered. She felt his arms circle tighter around her neck. Unwilling to let go. 
And so was she. 


“Jane?” 
Garrus’s voice was coming up behind her. 


“T don’t...” she exhaled briskly. “I don’t have a stim.” 


She heard the rumble of Saren’s subvocals over the comms. 
“Flag Spectre Kryik. He will help you. Have him do what I’ve instructed.” 


“Jane.” Garrus was still shouldering the injured salarian from the cellblock as he came up 
beside her. He made sure he was steady before slipping his arm from around him and 
reaching down to touch her. “Are you hurt?” 


She didn’t realize how badly she was trembling until his hand was on her shoulder. Her teeth 
were clenched, wired shut. “Get Nihlus,” she said hoarsely. 


Garrus didn’t flinch. “Kryik,” he called. 


Nihlus was still walking, only several paces ahead of them. He turned his head when Garrus 
said his name. The second he saw her kneeling he passed the other salarian off to T’Loak, not 
caring that she protested, and came back to her. 


“What’s wrong?” His voice was firm, but gentle. 


“T need...” her teeth were chattering, her words slower to move than she wanted. “I need a 
stim.” 


“Now,” Saren’s voice returned. 
“Now,” she reiterated. 
Garrus made a soft rumble. “Kryik, she’s shaking. What’s wrong with her?” 


Nihlus reached for the small compartment on his belt, falling to his knees in front of her in 
the snow, an eclipse on the rising sun. When he grabbed her arm she stopped him. 


“Not in the arm. In the...in the side.” 


She reached for the zipper on her jumpsuit. Only to be stopped by the boy still clinging to her 
frantically. Nihlus made that strange purring noise, the same one he’d made when he’d first 
seen the boy. One she’d never heard from him before. 


“Vakarian, take the kid.” 


The second Garrus reached the boy gasped. Huddled closer to her. Shrinking away. She was 
the only human in the group. She imagined that meant some kind of safety to him. 


Her mind flashed briefly on the last time she’d held someone so small. On the way John had 
squirmed in her arms as she'd carried him out to the shed behind the house. Trying to hide 
them from the raiders on Mindoir. Trying and failing. 


“Tt’s okay.” She put her hand to the back of his head. Remembered what her brother’s hair 
felt like, soft against her palm, whenever he’d climb up into her lap on the couch. “You’re 
okay. He won’t hurt you. He’s good.” 


He still tried to cling to her when Garrus pulled him away. Though this time he didn’t cry. 
Only whimpered, went stiff as Garrus brought him in, curled in one arm. He looked so small 
there. Something Garrus seemed aware of himself, cocking his head with a soft, curious 
click. 


Nihlus reached for the zipper of her jumpsuit. He pulled it down, careful not to expose her as 
he popped the stim cap, pressed his thumb to her side to test the spot, then sunk the needle in. 
She didn’t even feel it. 


“Jane...you’re freezing.” Nihlus growled as he touched her skin again. As if noticing how 
cold it was for himself. “Shit. You’re blue. We need to get you back to the ship.” 


He didn’t hesitate, scooping her up out of the snow and into his arms. 


“That’s bad, Kryik. I’ve seen that before.” Garrus’s voice came sharper into focus as the stim 
hit her blood. “Once they get too cold it’s hard to bring them back.” 


Jane sucked in a breath. She couldn’t swallow a sharp cry as heat prickled through her 
nerves. Fuck that hurt. 


“The stim will send fresh blood through you faster. The pain you feel is your own body’s 
heat. Nothing more.” 


Saren was on her comms again. Or maybe he wasn’t. Maybe she was dreaming. 


“Jane.” She didn’t realize Nihlus was saying her name until he squeezed her arm. “Stay 
awake. Don’t close your eyes.” 


She hadn’t noticed they were closed. 
“Shit, her heat regulator is shot. I think she’s—Spirits, Jane, look at me. Don’t...” 


His words faded into something soft. She felt Nihlus’s warm, bare hand come to touch her 
shoulder. Another voice came back into focus. 


“*’,.to the ship! You’re dragging your feet, pup, bring her to me, now!” 

“Arterius, get the fuck off these comms. This is a private line.” 

Nihlus’s chest was thrumming with that low feeling of anger. She winced again as more 
prickling heat burned through her blood. They were exchanging growls over the comms her 
translator couldn’t track. 

“Kryik, her mouth is blue.” 


Garrus. Low and focused. Focused on her. Jesus, why was she burning up? 


The feeling was sudden, unbearable, bringing sweat to her brow beneath her helmet. She 
reached for one of her gloves to pull it off. To feel the cool outside air on her skin. 


Nihlus squeezed her hand in his. “Don’t. It’s too cold.” 

His voice was almost frantic. 

“Tt’s...so hot,” she said hoarsely. 

“T can help her, quickly! Humans are weak in the cold. Bring her to me.” 

Her handler’s hard voice broke through the fog. A commanding grip on the back of her neck. 


The smell of smoke and ash faded as warmth swarmed in around her. She heard the now 
familiar hum of the ship as they emerged onto the ramp. The heat of the air burned her skin. 


“Vakarian, go start the showers,” Nihlus ordered. “We need to warm her.” 
“Fool, you will kill her! Do as I say and bring her to me!” 


She could hear him over the comms. Though his snarl carried through the closed door of the 
armory. 


“She’s freezing, she needs heat,” Nihlus shot back. Voice firm and collected. 
There was wailing now. A crying sound—the sound of a kid, too scared to do anything else. 


“If you warm her too quickly the blood will rush from her limbs and overwhelm her heart. 
She will die.” 


There was a noise from down the hall. The shriek of bending metal. The jolt of a cuff on 
steel. Of a turian drove mad enough to pull until it breaks. The utter stillness to his voice was 
the coldest thing on Noveria. 


“Humans are weak. They need touch to survive. You are too cold from exposure to warm her 
yourself. As is your team. See reason, Nihlus. Bring me the female.” 


Nihlus snarled. She heard him curse. Heard Garrus say his name. There was a thud. The 
sound of a gauntlet on the keypad beside the armory door. 


Her helmet hissed as someone triggered the decompression and pulled it free, letting it hit the 
floor. The side of her cheek rolled to press against the freezing metal of Nihlus’s chestplate. 


“Quickly. We’re running out of time.” 


Jane saw the brief flash of Nihlus’s face as he looked down at her. The race of his talon down 
her neck as he unzipped her jumpsuit. Followed by the cold steel of her handler’s voice. 


“Lower the zipper but leave it on. It’s her core that needs heat.” 


She turned her head just as Saren jerked down the zipper of his uniform. She saw him pull 
one arm free, the hard muscle of his bicep and shoulder conforming to the movement, before 


dropping the other side to reveal the line where the wires of his artificial arm met his chest— 
dangerously close to his heart. 


There were markings across the leather plates there, like the ones Nihlus had on his face; 
chrome, vicious strokes down his chest and stomach. He let the top half of his jumpsuit hang 
from his narrow waist as he gripped the rifle rack with his cuffed hand, extending his 
impressive reach with the other. 


“Auman...” 


Nihlus didn’t fight when he pulled her away and against him in one easy motion. He held her 
like it was nothing. Sitting them both down against the wall. His breath was quicker than it 
should’ ve been, shallow as it ruffled her hair, growing slower the moment her trembling 
began to relax. 


Her thoughts were slow and groggy. Wrapped in a fog. She heard the beep of an omni-tool as 
Nihlus butt his wrist to Saren’s cuff, releasing his arm to wrap around her fully. The sound of 
Nihlus’s boots trailed from the room at Arterius’s command, “Warm yourself in the showers. 
She will need to rest with you when I’m finished,” leaving them alone in the silence. 


Jane could feel sweat on her skin where it pressed bare to Saren’s heated chest. She wasn’t 
sure what she felt. Whether she was hot or cold. If her blood still hurt. 


Though she knew for certain she didn’t dream the faint pass of Saren’s talons through her 
hair. A light stroke. Barely there. And the way he rumbled to her, deep and low, “Well done, 
human. Now they will beg to take you”. 


She didn’t understand what he meant. If she asked, she knew he would only grumble. His 
subvocals were still and quiet. Without them she could feel the fast, steady pace of his heart 
against her chest. He kept their bodies pressed together for what must’ve been an hour. 
Eventually her thoughts began to clear. The stiffness of her muscles loosened, and she was 
able to move. Though she didn’t. When she spoke her voice was a hoarse rasp. 


“How did you know?” Her words brushed his cowl—that collar-like part of him protecting 
the lower half of his neck. Keeping her breath from the side of his throat. “What humans need 
for warmth?” 


His chest rose against hers with a breath he didn’t release. When he did, it came as a low 
growl. 


“T have done so before. With proper instruction as to how.” 


It shocked her that he answered at all. Vague or not. The image of him doing it was just as 
surprising. Her eyes roamed the floor beside them, to the pile of his things lying just out of 
his reach, and the omni-tool that no longer was. It sat near the edge of the rifle rack—close 
enough he could hook it with his spur and drag it to him if he really wanted. 


A fact neither of them acknowledged. 


Not long after Nihlus returned to take her. He said nothing to Saren, the pair exchanging a set 
of rough growls that ended in silence as he carried her from the room and into the bunk 
cabin, leaving him uncuffed and alone in the armory. His plates were warm and slightly damp 
against her bare skin. 


““Where’s Garrus?” 


She was surprised he wasn’t waiting for her in bed as Nihlus settled her among the tangled 
nest of sheets and blankets—half of which the pair had pulled from the other bunks. 


“Snared by the human pup,” Nihlus purred, skimming his cheek to hers as he crawled to lay 
over her beneath the covers. “We’ll need to find a colony to take him. The Citadel isn’t a 
place for unaccompanied young. Especially a human.” 


The word colony made her gut sink. However irrational it was. Nihlus must’ve sensed it, 
pulling her a little tighter to his chest. 


His talons scrubbed her shoulders lightly, forcing her to realize how sore they were. He 
purred again when she relaxed into him. “You protected a pup with your life. He’ll go home 
to his own kind because of you. You did well, Jane.” 


The word squeezed like a hand around her heart. Home. 


“No kid should know what its like to lose their family,” she said, voice soft with her face 
against his shoulder. “I hope you’re right.” 


“T am.” Nihlus pressed his warm, dry mouth to her temple, cupping the side of her face with 
his hand. His leg coiled with hers. “I’ve seen it. More than once. The bonds of a chosen 
family can be stronger than blood.” 


The blood of the covenant is thicker than the water of the womb. 


An old saying. Funny turians seemed to have one like it. Though, it didn't surprise her. Her 
mind flashed briefly on Saren. On the hurt in Nihlus’s voice when he’d confronted him, 
staring down the barrel of a pistol. Something that made her hold onto him a little tighter. 


“And what about you?” Her hand skimmed the lean muscle of his shoulder blade. ““Where’s 
home after this?” 


A trickle of panic came as she wondered something else. Whether or not anyone would be 
waiting for him there, wherever it was. 


She felt his breath ghost the top of her hair. A quiet scoff. 


“Before this? My ship. I spent more time there than anywhere else. Thanks to Xilo I’m now 
in the market for a new one.” 


As warm as he was, he seemed to grow warmer when he purred. Like his body was enticing 
her closer. If closer was even possible. 


“T kept a penthouse on the Citadel for Council summons. I imagine we’ ll be there for a few 
weeks once we land. It’s...nice. Spacious.” He bowed over her, nuzzling her hair, swiping his 
thumb along her cheek. “Stay there with me,” he said softly. “Or anywhere. Wherever you 
want to be—I’I] make it happen.” 


She ran her lips along the edge of his jaw. A silent invitation to draw his mouth to hers. 
“What will we do while we’re there?” 


Nihlus made a slow, trilling sound. One that made her face hot. Deep and undeniably luring. 


“T’ll need to report what happened with Xilo to the Council. And likely give an account of 
what happened to Vakarian,” he said. “So his status can be reactivated. I would also like to 
give you something. If you will accept it.” 


His voice dropped, growing low and tender near the end. 
“Give me something?” she frowned. 


“Mm,” he purred, his chest flexing a little against hers. He tucked a lock of hair behind her 
ear with one deadly talon. “It’s hard to explain. But I think you'll like it.” 


Her breath was lost as he pressed his mouth to hers once, then again. He said her name softly. 
“You scared me today. You seem to have a knack for it. If it wasn’t for Arterius I could’ve...” 


He trailed off with a huff. 


She brought her hand to rest on the side of his neck. Something that made him rumble. Made 
those soft, dark scales on his throat blanch hot. 


“Thank you,” she told him. Her forehead fell to rest against his chest. “...For having my 
back.” 


“Always.” So warm. So immediate. No hesitation. That was Nihlus. Aimed and ready. Never 
flinching. 


“When we reach the Citadel...” Guilt washed up as the question came and waned. Then 
returned. “What will happen to Saren?” 


Nihlus clicked. A hard, bitter sound. 
“Nothing.” His voice was dark and deep, dangerously still. 
“Nothing?” 


“As far as the Council is concerned, Arterius just led one of the biggest slaver raids of the 
century. He’ll be a damn hero, just like the rest of us.” 


Jane pulled back to look at him. The white markings on his face made him look deadly 
against the dim light of the window. 


“Even after what he did to you? Selling you out. Working with Axia. That’s not a crime?” 
His lethal eyes searched hers closely. Reading. 


“He’s a Spectre,” Nihlus said, voice darkening further. “That’s what we do. Break the rules so 
the good guys don’t have to. As long as the ends justify the means—we don’t have to play 
nice.” 


He was watching her closely. Gauging her. Like he wasn’t sure what she would think of it. Of 
him, maybe. 


For the first time since she could remember, his subvocals were silent. 


A quiet second passed before she spoke. “You are a good guy,” she said. His green eyes 
softened, searched hers wordlessly. Taken off guard. “You stick to your guns. And you don’t 
leave anyone behind. You save people.” 


His mandibles dropped a little. “Jane...” 


The door to the bunk cabin slid open, revealing his dilated eyes to the light. Nihlus growled 
as he lifted his head from the pillow. 


“We touched base with a colony not far out of airspace that can take the kid. Scoot over, 
Kryik, I’m sick of you kneeing me once Jane is asleep.” 


Nihlus hissed as Garrus crawled up behind her on the bunk and plopped down, giving the 
nape of her neck a light sniff. His chest swelled a little as he seemed to bristle. 


“You smell like Arterius,” he rumbled, like it was nothing but a minor annoyance, running his 
mandible against the side of her neck. Marking her, she’d come to realize. 


“Wouldn’t have to knee you if you’d share the blankets,” Nihlus clicked, giving him a small 
shove with his knee to prove his point. 


Garrus made a low, rasping laugh. “Feeling warm, human?” he murmured. She felt him press 
his mouth to her shoulder with a soft kiss. 


“Much better,” she told him. 
He slid his talons under her hand so their fingers were laced together. 


“Good. You’ve turned me into a nervous wreck, you know that? I thought we’d almost lost 
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you. 
He purred a little as he wrapped over her from behind. 
“Now that Arterius is loose, I'll be damned to let you out of my sights,” he said warmly. 


Jane scoffed. “I’m not going anywhere.” Her voice dropped a little, husky and quiet. “As 
long as you two can keep up.” 


That got a reaction from both of them. A low series of clicks and purrs that told her what she 
already knew. That they liked the challenge. 


Nihlus’s thigh rode up between her legs and Garrus hooked a talon to begin pulling down her 
zipper. 


“Not a thing in this galaxy or the next that could stop us,” Nihlus said darkly. 


Garrus growled—a heated, resolved sound. “No matter where, no matter when, Shepard. 
We’re on your six.” 


Words she trusted. Words she felt, deep down in the darkest, and best parts of herself. 
After Noveria, she knew it was real. 


Nothing could stop them now. 
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She was warm when she awoke. It was late. It must’ve been. The air in the cabin was dark. 
There was a cold spot in the bed where Nihlus had been while she’d fallen asleep. And an 
emptiness between her legs where he’d been fully hilted, deep inside her, when she had. 


She could still feel some of the wetness from Garrus’s tongue, cold and streaked across the 
inside of her thigh. He was still purring, half curled over her from behind, leg pushed 
between hers with his face in her hair. She could tell by the long, slow rhythm of his chest he 
was asleep. 


At least, until she woke. 
He seemed to sense it when she did, pulling her in a little closer to his chest. 


“Where’s Nihlus?” she asked, sliding her hand back to lace her fingers with his talons. Her 
voice was thick and groggy. 


Garrus nuzzled her hair with a low breath. “Missing out,” he rumbled. 


She liked his voice, just on this side of awake. Deep and slightly rough. Distinctly male. And 
damn alluring to hear. 


“You smell so good when you first wake up,” his breath raced across the side of her neck. 
She heard him sniff. Then purr. “So soft, human. So warm.” 


His voice grew deeper on the final word. She could already feel him, the heated pressure of 
his heavy erection pressed between them. Unplated and ready to be touched. Ready for her. 


It made heat flash through her. Made her want, no, crave, to feel it for herself. A craving he 
immediately sensed. 


His thigh rode up a little between her legs. She felt his body tune, the light flex of his 
muscle, the growing heat of him pressed against her, like an instinct. Like everything about 
him was trying to tempt her—lture her closer. 


“Are you in need?” he spoke softly. His voice still that deep, low rumble. “Should I go get 
Kryik for you?” 


The offer didn’t surprise her. Garrus was always more than eager to use his mouth on her. To 
run his hot, blue tongue along that perfect spot between her legs like he was ravenous— 
starved for her. 


But he hadn’t actually been inside of her since the showers. 


She knew he didn’t want to hurt her. He was so much bigger than her. And fully unplated, he 
was...a lot to take. Without Nihlus holding him down the first time, he actually might have. 
He didn’t seem to have the same control that Nihlus did. 
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“You smell like me. Like temptation... All I want to do right now is fuck you.’ 


She imagined Nihlus had fought it enough, trapped naked with her in a cage—likely the 
reason for his control in the first place. 


Garrus’s caution was sweet. She liked it. But it didn’t matter in the face of how badly she 
wanted him now. 


“No.” Her voice was a low hum in the dark. “I want you.” 


She expected him to react. A trill, a low purr, the same enthusiasm he would’ve given if 
Nihlus had been lying beside them. 


Garrus was completely silent. 


She felt his chest flex with an inhale. A breath he held. Didn’t release. Jane stared forward at 
the open darkness. 


The air around her grew hot. She became suddenly aware of the weight of his bicep, slung 
over her arm, keeping her pinned to the bed. Garrus didn’t move. Didn’t make a sound, until 


It was deep and hollow, a sound she felt, low in his chest—a slow, lethal growl. Like an 
animal you can’t see, lurking in the dark. Warning her; predator. 


Before she could even think to speak, Garrus had flipped her over. Her legs were pushed 
apart with his knee as he rose up, holding her belly-down against the mattress. 


The bed bowed under the weight of him. She felt the pure strength of his arm as it came 
around her waist, dragged her flush to him, sending his heavy, warm cock to spear up the 
outside of her naked stomach. 


All she could do was gasp. 


There was a low clank as Garrus reached to grip the head rail of the bunk with his talons. A 
grip that choked. He made a hushed growl. 


“Spirits...female.” 


A heated whisper. His subvocals were silent. So different from what she was used to. From 
the usual purrs and trills Nihlus would’ve made on top of her. Like Garrus was trying to be 
quiet. To not draw attention. Jo keep her to himself. 


His breath was at her nape, hot and low, his bare, sweltering chest pressed against her back. 
She felt the impressive muscle of his thighs flex, like he was fighting himself. Trying 
desperately not to pull back and thrust again—with better aim. 


“Jane...” 


More of a growl than anything. Like just saying she wanted him was enough. Too much. 
Testing his control. 


She was already wet. Aching for him. And she knew he could smell it. 


He fucked against her once. Running his massive, ribbed erection along her entrance. Giving 
her friction. But not in the way she wanted. Her hand came to grasp him. Squeezing. Making 
his already hard cock jump, stiffen further. 


Garrus whined. He was dripping. Ready to fill her. Like his body was made for it. To give her 
as much as it could, the second she wanted it. 


“Inside me,” she ordered. She heard him growl through clenched teeth. 


“Fuck...Jane, please. I can’t control myself.” He stifled a low hiss against her shoulder. “I'll 
hurt you...” 


“T can take you. Let me try.” She made a soft pant. He was still rubbing against her, making it 
hard to gather her thoughts. “I’ve taken Nihlus all the way—” 


The mention of Nihlus must’ve been what did it. 


She heard him snarl. The hand gripping the bed rail came to grasp her thigh. Pull her legs 
further apart. Cause her back to bow. Her chest to lean into the mattress. Her whole body to 
succumb and offer itself to the male on top of her. 


He was going to take her. 


Garrus didn’t make a sound. Only a low, animal huff. The muscle of his narrow stomach 
tightened as he pulled back, thrust forward, spearing her immediately on his cock. 


Pain stung like heat as he pushed his way inside of her. Forcing her body to take his size in 
one hard movement. 


He was coming the second he breached her. She could feel the heat of it, the rush of warmth 
up her belly, running out and down her thighs. Eager to fill her. To mark her as his. 


His first few thrusts were hard. Wild. She nearly cried out, swallowed by burning pleasure, 
only to feel the heat of his hand come to cover her mouth. An immediate, possessive gesture. 
Claiming her. Mine. 


“Spirits...human. Do it again. That sound...” 


His voice was deep beyond all recognition. She moaned into his hand. Unable to hold back. It 
was too good. Right there. Making her whole body flash hot. 


He made a stifled grunt, quiet and hushed, still panting as he fucked into her. “You’re...so 
warm. Like you’re in heat...” 


He shuddered against her. All at once she felt more warmth wash up through her belly, felt 
his cock jerk as he came, spending more seed inside of her. 


Garrus didn’t make a sound. Didn’t slow. Setting a brutal pace as he bucked down into her, 
deep and hard. He wouldn't stop. She knew that. Not until he was fully inside of her. Seated 
and locked together. 


Jane reached to grip his hand over her mouth. She didn’t try to pull it away. Didn’t want to. It 
brought his smell to her so readily. Forcing her to feel, to sense, and think of nothing but him 
on top of her. Surrounding her in every way possible. All at once. She fucking loved it. 


“Female... You're so wet for me...you take me so deep.” Some of his weight pushed against 
her as he grunted, giving her a few deeper thrusts. She felt his hand slide to her belly. 
Pressing down. Making her mouth fall open with a moan. “...I can feel it.” 


She knew it should hurt. That she’d be sore when this was over. But right now all she could 
feel was how perfect it was to be full of him. How the ridges of his cock forced pleasure from 
her insides. Making her gasp. Making her whole body give in to his aggressive, claiming 
movements. 


The weight of his muscular body, bucking down against her, fucking her like he needed it, 
pushed her up and over the edge in a minute. Her other hand came to grip the bed rail in front 
of her. Trying to hold herself still. Pushing back against him as her body succumbed to the 
wave of her orgasm. 


“Fuck—Jane!” he rasped. 
His words were starting to fail. Voice fading into something rough and deep. 


She felt a few short, heated breaths race across her shoulder. The muscle of his arm flexed as 
it cinched around her waist. 


His next thrust brought the base of his cock against her. Swollen and begging to be pushed in. 
It seemed impossible. There was so much of him. 


“T need..." Garrus keened. Panted. "Human...please...” 
It was all he could manage before his words were gone entirely. 


He growled, the hand on her thigh coming to grasp over hers on the bed rail. The other 
gripped her waist, pinning her under him, keeping her in place as he gave one, two brutal 
thrusts, pushing his knot into her with desperate force. 


He snarled. Turned his face from her damp hair and sunk his teeth into the side of her neck— 
hard. 


Jane cried out. Clawed to pull his hand from her mouth. “Garrus!” 


Blood swarmed out to warm the pillow beneath her. Followed by pain. Quickly muted by the 
burst of her next climax. 


He was still panting, sunk deep inside her, unreleasing with his jaws. Keeping her under him. 
Fis. 


She could feel the waves of his orgasm as they came. The subtle flex of his narrow waist 
against hers. His grunts stifled against the side of her throat. Occasionally followed by a soft 
keen. 


He came for what must’ve been several minutes. Maybe more. All the while panting over her 
like a wild animal. 


It took a while longer for her to come down. For her breath to even. To be anything but 
wrapped in pleasure. 


Eventually his tongue lulled from his mouth to lap at the soreness on her neck. He gave her 
damp skin a testing sniff. Then a low whine. 


He’d hurt her. How badly, she didn’t know. But she didn’t feel the pain. 


“I’m okay,” she told him. She let her waist slide down onto the bed, encouraging him to lie 
on top of her, still locked together. She imagined they would stay like this for awhile. He was 
still hard inside of her. 


Garrus trilled softly as he settled down over her, keeping her warm with his body. He lapped 
at the blood on her neck and shoulder until it must’ve been gone. Returning every so often to 
clean what she thought was more. 


Not long after that he drifted off into sleep. Exhausted, damp with sweat, rested beneath him 
on the bed, she could do nothing but follow after him into the dark. 
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It was a tactical advantage—keeping his position in the armory. Both a defensive and 
offensive maneuver. He hadn’t left since Nihlus uncuffed him. At least, not while anyone was 
watching. 


Nihlus knew him. Knew Arterius was clever. And what he would do—the minute he sensed 
an opportunity. 


He was standing at the control panel when Nihlus approached. Talons clasped behind his 
back, shoulders postured, poised like the soldier he was. The ship was dark with the night 
cycle. Nihlus had known to wait, watching from the shadows of the mess alcove. It had taken 
time. Patience. Two things Nihlus had plenty of—now that the human was asleep. 


He didn’t seem to sense Nihlus when he came. 
“Saren.” 
Arterius didn’t turn his head. He kept his steel gaze out at the stars ahead. 


“You've left your female unattended with another male. Bold.” 


A passing comment. One that told him Saren had anticipated he wouldn’t. Likely the reason 
he felt safe enough to emerge from his position in the armory. Something Nihlus had 
gambled on. 


He came to stop just behind him on the ramp. 
“What I do with the human is none of your concern.” 
A distraction. Don t get sucked in. 


“T concern myself with what I like.” Saren’s voice was cold. Unaffected. “When we reach the 
human colony, I'll join your party on the ground.” 


Nihlus bristled, giving a low, warning rumble. “No.” 


Saren cocked his head. Kept his gaze ahead for a long moment. Then ducked to glance back 
over his shoulder. Bringing Nihlus his profile against the glitter of distant galaxies. 


“Will you truly stop me?” 
Low and still. A challenge. Calling Nihlus’s bluff. 


He wouldn’t. Because he couldn’t. For more reasons than he wanted to face. All of which 
stung. Bit in like teeth through hide. 


“Why?” Nihlus clicked. 


Arterius was quiet. Nihlus waited, watching him, before coming to stand at his shoulder 
beside the control panel. Forcing him to remember the first time he had ever done so. The 
days they had stood together at the panel of Saren’s ship, and Nihlus, that damned idiot he 
was, had looked at him, and trusted. Had hoped. Thought for sure he’d found something 
good. Someone that would stay. Family. 


Liar. 


It was the only word he thought of, when he looked at him now. Easily the most painful part 
of all. What could’ve been. What he’d hoped for. And what wasn’t. 


“There is a signal coming from a high-profile area of the planet. Something you will no doubt 
be requested to investigate.” Saren spoke in a low, distant rumble, his hard eyes scanning the 
holo-screen in front of the window. “I will go with you when you do.” 


Nihlus followed his gaze as it tracked the signal, a low ripple affect just south of the target 
landing area, where Aleena had set the ship’s trajectory. Nihlus took a step closer to the 
screen. 


“Do you know what it is?” 


The area was quite large. Though the central point seemed to be scattered. Or hidden. 


Saren’s voice came, hard and still. “I do.” 


He gave nothing more. Nihlus rumbled, a half-heated growl as he ducked his head to look at 
him. His blue eyes were nearly silver in the holo lights. Farther off. Like he wasn’t truly 
looking at the screen. 


“T had nearly found it. Before I was...distracted.” 


His subvocals were silent as he spoke. Though he could read it in his voice. In the way his 
fringe narrowed, eyes dilating in the dark. Jane. 


“But now...” Nihlus turned to face him, just as Saren turned away, keeping his face hidden in 
the dark. “Perhaps it should be yours.” 


He didn’t give Nihlus the chance to respond before retreating down the ramp towards the 
armory. His talons had fallen to fists at his sides. He didn’t turn back as he left him. Until 
Nihlus was standing alone on the platform. Nihlus stared at the empty darkness in silence 
before turning back to face the screen. 


Landing time estimated 0500 hours. If the signal was dangerous, he imagined Saren wouldn’t 
insist on joining them. If he’d put effort into finding it, he imagined whatever it was, Saren 
found it useful. Though he didn’t trust the turian either way. Certainly not enough to turn his 
back on him in the field. Even for a second. 


If Arterius planned to strong-arm his way into coming along—he would have to be ready. For 
whatever Saren had in store. Especially with Jane near. 


He wasn’t about to lose her again. Not like before. 


Nihlus stayed at the control panel for several minutes, observing the holo-screen, before 
retreating back to the bunks. His shoulders were sore—body tired and begging for rest. 


His eyes adjusted rapidly to the dark when he entered the cabin. Though he didn’t need to see 
to glean the scene in front of him as the door slid shut. He could smell the immediate, heady 
musk of mating. Underscored by something else. Blood. 


Nihlus hissed softly as he approached the bed. Neither of them stirred. Jane was rested 
beneath Vakarian on the blankets, the turian on top of her fast asleep. 


He could see the dark red of human blood on the pillow beneath Jane’s hair. A sight that drew 
him closer. 


Nihlus came to stand over her beside the bed. 


He reached down to cup Jane’s chin in his hand. A soft gesture. One that woke her 
nonetheless. Garrus didn’t stir. 


Her green eyes fluttered open. Scanned the dark briefly. 


“Nihlus.” 


He could smell her climax on the air. Telling him she’d been pleased with Vakarian. Despite 
her injury. 


Brief anger flickered. The damned pup. He should know better. She was too soft to mark. 
Though he knew being angry now wouldn’t help. It wasn’t what she needed. 


“Where are you hurt?” 
His voice was deep and low. Hushed. Unwilling to wake the spent turian on top of her. 
Jane braced her forearm on the bed, tried to sit up a little under him. 


His eyes immediately zeroed in on the long set of gashes across the side of her throat. Frantic 
and deep. Her blood now dried in patches across her skin. 


“Tt’s not that bad,” she whispered. Her colorful eyes seemed to scan his face. Trying to read it 
in the dark. 


Nihlus rumbled. Slipped a talon down to hold the hair back from her neck for a better view. 
Then stooped to collect her off the bed. 


It stirred Garrus. Though his eyes never opened. He only rumbled, reached and seized the 
nearest pillow and dragged it under him with a low huff, likely still warm enough from the 
human to be convincing. 


He liked the way the human relaxed into him when he carried her. She trusted him. A fact 
that made him purr to her softly as he brought her into the showers without a word. 


The lights clicked on the second the door slid shut. Jane buried her face in his shoulder as he 
set her on her feet. A gesture he didn’t understand. But let her do regardless. Like the sudden 
shift in lighting was unpleasant. 


Nihlus made quick work of undressing. He turned the steam on first to warm her before 
twisting the shower on to a light drizzle. The back of his talon came to brush the hair away 
from her shoulder, letting water hit the wound from behind. 


Jane sucked in a breath. Flinched. Nihlus let his hand rest on the back of her hair, now soaked 
and dark with warm water. Holding her to his chest. 


He wouldn’t be surprised if the memory of water was unpleasant to her. He knew too well 
how slaves were bathed. 


“Let it clean you,” he rumbled softly. “In the morning III bring you medigel from the 
medbay so it doesn't scar.” 


He doubted she knew what it meant. Or that Vakarian had proposed the bond mark in the first 
place. It wasn’t the proper way to mark a female. A lesson he intended to teach Garrus—the 
first second he could. 


Once the water ran clear down her shoulder Nihlus stepped back, cupping her chin in his 
hand again to examine her neck. 


Her green eyes were bright, tired and rimmed red with sleep as she looked up at him. 


He examined the long gashes on her throat without speaking. It was a pretty mark. Two clean 
strokes, darker and deeper than his, just above it. In a week or two both would fade with 
medigel. Though, some part of him, deep down, knew he wished they wouldn’t. 


“Are you okay?” 


Her voice was husky and gentle. Nihlus tracked the edge of his talon as it followed the curve 
of her lower mouth part. So soft and warm. Delicate when she pressed it to his. He loved the 
taste. 


“Where else do you hurt?” 


He didn’t want to think of anything else right now. Not the human colony. Not the chance 
that his human, Jane, would see it, and want to stay. And least of all, Saren. 


All he wanted was her. 
Just her. 


His hand slid down to her hip, colored in several scratches and dark forming bruises. A place 
Garrus must’ve gripped. Unable to be careful. 


He encouraged water to wash the area with his thumb before searching lower. To the pale 
skin of her inner thighs. He could see evidence of Vakarian marking her in light, dried blue 
streaks. Though he cared more for the traces of blood, pink and faint, but there, between her 
legs. 


Nihlus dropped to his knees in front of her. Hot water rained over him as he placed a hand on 
her stomach and guided her back against the steam vent on the wall. When he ducked his 
head, he heard her wince. 


Nihlus trilled to her, nuzzling her lower abdomen as he held her waist. “Ill be gentle,” he 
told her. “Let me help you.” 


One of the chemical benefits of a pair bond. His saliva could ease pain and clean her wounds. 
At least, he assumed it would work on a human. Given she seemed susceptible to his 
pheromones. 


Nihlus snaked his tongue out to run along her inner thigh. Vakarian’s taste was strong. 
Causing immediately pressure to build behind his plates. Though he willed them to stay 
closed. 


He ran his tongue up her skin, closer to her soft, heated center, smelling a spike in need in her 
fiery scent. Her hand came to rest on his fringe. Something that made him purr. His thighs 


parted a little on instinct. Fresh wetness came to coat his tongue. His body doing what it was 
designed to do. Give her what she needed. 


He held her a little tighter, a reminder of how small she was compared to him. His talons 
could touch across the subtle curve of her lower back. Nihus retracted his tongue as he 
nuzzled against her thigh. “This will sting at first.” 


He saw small bumps raise across her skin where he spoke against her. So responsive to him. 
Nihus purred again, laving his tongue over the spot before letting it snake up to run across her 
center. 


His tongue was more dexterous than hers. And much longer. Something she very evidently 
enjoyed. The second he ran the top along that sensitive spot she loved so much, he felt her 
ease back against the wall. She gave a low moan. He looked up to watch her head roll back. 
Baring her throat through a haze of warm steam. 


Nihlus trilled. Gave her several soft, encouraging clicks as he pulled his tongue back, 
focusing the tip on her favored spot for several seconds, until her own wetness made his 
tongue slick. The vague flavor of her blood made him keen. He buried his face against her 
stomach and let his tongue push up into the softness of her entrance. Seeking where it hurt. 


The taste of Vakarian made him shudder. He couldn’t fight it as his plates parted and he 
spilled out beneath the rain of hot water. Her scent grew heavy on the air. 


“It feels good,” her voice was deep and breathless. “It doesn’t hurt.” 


Her hand slid down from the top of his fringe to the back of his neck. Instead of gripping, he 
felt her fingers ghost gently across his scales. Stroking him. Affectionate. 


“Thank you,” she trilled. 


Nihlus felt his blood flash hot. He arched his tongue to rub against her favorite spot as the tip 
snaked further inside, spurred by the sudden, needing desire to hear it again. To earn more of 
her praise. To know he’d pleased his female well. 


He failed to stifle a keen when she made that low, throaty sound of pleasure. He felt her 
muscles stiffen, flex, and she pulled him into her a little tighter. 


“Touch yourself.” 


A breathless command. His hand jumped immediately to his cock at the order. Before he 
could even think to stop himself he was stroking. Giving into her. Feeling need mount up as 
his tongue worked more fervently against her silk skin. Inside her. Lapping at her flavor. And 
making it apart of him. 


Marking him as hers. 


She liked watching him stroke. Made evident by the sudden, collapsing sound of her orgasm 
after several seconds of tracking his hand up and down his dripping erection. The taste of her 


climax sent saliva dripping from his jaws. Drooling at the flavor. Forcing him to come the 
second it warmed his tongue. 


He didn’t resist the urge to fuck against the side of her sleek, muscular leg as he did. Running 
his seed along the heated skin there. His tongue slid out of her to catch some of the blue 
spend as it raced down, drawing up across her thigh, marking it along her entrance to mingle 
with the scent of Vakarian. 


Jane stroked the back of his neck as he continued to lick at her for several seconds before 
rising up on his knees to run his mandible against the soft, flushed side of her face. 


She trilled his name. Dipped her head to bring her mouth to his. A gesture he gave in to, 
pressing her back against the shower wall with his hands braced on either side. She spent 
several seconds reminding him of how dexterous, how devious her mouth was, before pulling 
back to butt her forehead to his. 


Spirits ...this woman. 
“You need rest,” she told him. 


A fact he’d entirely forgotten until she mentioned it. Bringing sudden, sweeping tiredness 
back into his body. 


Nihlus rose to his feet, reaching to shut off the water before curling himself around her as 
they stood dripping in the silence. He brought his mouth to the top of her head. Carded his 
talons through her hair and over one of her ears before scooping her up and carrying her back 
to their bed. 


He discarded the bloody pillow for another from one of the empty bunks before settling her 
in between Vakarian and himself. The second she was near Garrus trilled to her, reaching to 
pull her to him with a soft whine. 


“Jane.” 


He would be angry at himself for hurting her in the morning. Angrier than Nihlus had been. 
Fortunately, with Arterius in their party, they would both have plenty to distract them. 


It didn’t take long for both of them to fall into sleep. Something he couldn’t seem to fight. No 
matter how badly he wanted to. To spend just a few more seconds with her, here, in his arms, 
warm and safe. 


When they woke, they would be on Eden Prime. 
2K 
Nihlus was watching Jane with the human pup. 


He was standing at the mess counter as she sat at the table, letting the kid cling to her 
jumpsuit while she ate, the pup’s face half hidden under her arm. Nihlus cocked his head as 
Jane offered the tiny human a piece of what smelled like dried fruit from her meal pack. 


Something the pup took cautiously with fingers previously stuck in his mouth. He ate it fast 
—the first thing he’d seen him eat in days—though Garrus knew he’d been trained better 
than to ask for more. 


Something Jane also knew. And gave him a second piece readily. 
“Are you even listening to me?” 


Aleena’s voice grabbed his attention. He saw Kryik’s green eyes shoot to him before Garrus 
quickly looked away, ducking his head to face the asari at the control panel. 


“Yeah, I got it. Don’t leave the ship with weapons drawn.” 


The human colonists were jumpy. A nameless crew with only two of their own kind on 
board. It was a hard sell to get the colony to let them land on their soil. They had a few 
conditions in exchange. 


“Don’t give them any reason not to trust you. The rest of us will hang back in the ship,” 
Aleena said. 


Garrus looked down at his omni-tool as it pinged. Another message. One he didn’t open. He 
didn’t need to. He knew who it was. 


Ever since they’d gotten Jane back, Axia’s buyer had been...ah, persistent to make contact. A 
fact that had him growing increasingly uneasy. Once they dealt with the last of the civilians 
he’d have to tell Nihlus. 


A thought that made Garrus bristle. 


Garrus had kept his distance from the Spectre since last night. From Jane, too. After what 
he’d done to her...their female. 


He should’ve had better control. Been careful with her, the way Nihlus was. Weak—shameful. 
Jane had trusted him. And he'd... 


He saw Nihlus duck his head with a low growl as he turned his attention from the female. 
There was a spike of something on the air. The smell of fear from the human young under 
Jane’s arm as Garrus saw Saren emerge from the hall. 


He was dressed in that cool, sleek Spectre armor Garrus had seen him wear in vids. Pistol at 
his hip. He wasn’t looking at anyone as he took the ramp toward the control panel. Not even 
Aleena spoke when he approached. 


The Spectre rumbled to Garrus in passing, knocking shoulders with him as he came to stand a 
few paces in front of him at the holo-screen. Garrus watched him scan the map before lifting 
an arm to key something into his omni-tool. 


A damn expensive omni-tool, by the look of it. 


“You landed the ship at a tactical disadvantage. We’re too close to the colony with no cover.” 


Saren’s voice was low. Already irritated. Aleena didn’t answer. Shooting her a look, she was 
only staring at the Spectre. A little paler than Garrus thought was right. 


“She brought the ship close in case we need to retreat.” Garrus turned to face Saren. It was 
surreal—standing next to Spectre Arterius, one of the deadliest turians either side of civilized 
airspace. What the hell was he doing out of the armory? And why had Kryik left him 
uncuffed? 


Saren made a hard, disinterested click. “The consequence of hiring a mercenary as your 
pilot,” he didn’t look at him as he spoke. Like he couldn’t be bothered. Still busy with his 
omni-tool. “I trust you won’t make the same mistake twice.” 


Aleena made a noise. A brief, almost attempt to say something. Then didn’t. He watched the 
asari as she quickly retreated down the ramp, swearing to the Spectre under her breath. 


“Saren.” Aleena brushed past Nihlus as he came to join them on the platform. He didn’t miss 
the way Jane watched him as he did. “I trust you’re ready,” he said. “The humans won’t be 
pleased to see a squad of turians leading two humans from a ship. They’1l be on edge.” 


“Humans are easily spooked,” Saren hissed. “The colonists aren’t my concern. Once the pup 
is secured with its own kind we can move to explore the point of interest. Let’s not waste any 
more time.” 


The Spectre turned to face Nihlus, meeting his gaze head on. It was strange, watching them 
together. The way they postured. Sized each other. The subtle ease back of Nihlus’s 
shoulders. The way Saren raised his head, clasping his hands behind him, full of command— 
of pride. 


“Ts the human prepared?” 


There was no missing the way Nihlus’s fringe narrowed at the mention. His eyes zeroed in. 
Sharp and deadly as they watched Arterius. 


“The human is prepped. Beyond that—she is not your concern either.” 


His voice grew lethal and dark. Dangerously still. Saren was utterly silent. Garrus heard a 
message come through on the terminal, looking back over his shoulder at the holo-screen. 


“The colonists have cleared us to deboard,” Garrus said. “Jane.” 


All three of them turned to look at the human still sitting at the table. Jane was watching them 
closely, the pup still attached to her hip. 


“T’ve got him,” she said. “Ready when you are.” 
Saren was first to retreat off the ramp. Garrus shot a look at Nihlus as he moved to follow. 


“He’s coming with us?” Garrus spoke lowly. Just between them. 


Nihlus rumbled in response. “Didn’t give me much of a choice,” he said. “Don’t turn your 
back on him. Even for a second.” 


Garrus didn’t plan to. He’d heard enough stories—seen enough vids—to know better. 


The pup didn’t protest when Jane gathered him to carry toward the boarding area just off the 
platform. He shot a look at her as the ramp began to lower. He could smell her stress on the 
air. See it in the subtle lift of her shoulders. 


She didn’t like the outside. 


Something he didn’t blame her for. He’d seen it before. What it did to a person to spend so 
long in cramped spaces. Passed around, seeing nothing but ship interiors and dark space for 
years. Having two feet on the ground and an open world around you could be overwhelming. 
Too much room for too many things to sneak up on you. 


“You alright?” 


Jane let out a breath—a low whoosh of air. “Yeah,” she kept her eyes ahead, watching 
daylight dawn above the ramp. “Just...stay close, alright?” 


Garrus made a soft purr, earning the attention of the pup in her arms. “I’ve got your back,” he 
assured her. 


Anytime. Anywhere. 


They were several meters from the major settlement when they emerged. A line of humans 
dressed in military-grade armor were waiting for them when they did. One of them came 
forward from the head of the line. A nice sized rifle in hand. 


“Archangel?” 


Garrus headed the group to meet him at the foot of the ramp. “Something like that. You the 
welcoming committee?” 


The human did something close to posturing, clearly sizing him up as he came. Garrus was 
careful not to get too close before he stopped. The others in the group behind him seemed 
leery. Holding their weapons close. 


““We’ve been sent to retrieve the refugee.” The man’s dark eyes darted behind him to Jane. “I 
was told there was only one.” 


Garrus clamped down on his subvocals. Though he doubted the humans would’ve heard the 
growl. “There is,” he said firmly. 


The man’s dark eyes lingered on Jane longer than he liked. He heard boots on the ramp as 
someone took a few steps in front of her. 


Several of the human squad shifted on their feet, a couple of them shuffling back. One lifted 
their gun. “Chief Ellison.” 


Garrus heard the unmistakable, low rumble of Arterius, now standing beside him. 


“Stand down, Williams,” the human instructed. There was a tense moment of silence. The 
man’s dark eyes shifted to Spectre Arterius. 


“Are these the Spectres you mentioned?” he asked. 
Nihlus spoke first. “Who’s asking?” Low and cool. 


“My C.O.,” the man replied. “When Archangel mentioned he’d be touching down with two 
Specters, he thought you might...lend us a hand.” 


“Ts there a problem?” Jane asked. 
Saren was notably quiet. 


“We have a situation up at one of the shipyards. Had the crew go dark a few days ago. Sent a 
squad in to investigate and—” 


“Let me guess. Haven’t heard from them either,” Garrus cut in. 


“My C.O. escalated the issue to the Council,” the human affirmed. “They sent a nearby 
training patrol to attempt recon a few hours ago. But that’s the last we’ve heard from them.” 


Saren made a low, irritated click. Though, again, said nothing. 
“Do you have eyes inside the shipyard?” Kryik asked. 


The Chief had gone back to studying Jane. A fact that made him uneasy. He shot Nihlus a 
low click with his subvocals. One Kryik returned with his own. Stay alert. 


“Negative. Not since the crew went dark.” 
Nihlus made a low huff, unsurprised. “Sounds intentional.” 


Chief Ellison shot a look at Garrus. “We can monitor the humans while your team 
investigates.” 


Spectre Arterius answered with a slow, warning trill. “Take your pup. The human female has 
chosen to stay with us,” he said. 


That was it, wasn’t it? The hesitation as the human, Chief Ellison, seemed to study Jane. 
Wondering why she was with them. Or... if it was by choice. 


“Why don’t you let her speak for herself?” It was the human with her gun raised that spoke 
next. Williams. 


“He’s right.” He heard Jane’s boots on the ramp as she approached. “I’m here by choice. I 
was part of the recovery team on Noveria. This 1s my crew.” 


““She’s the reason we have the pup in the first place,” Garrus said. He turned to look at her, 
still holding the kid, the pup’s face hidden against her shoulder. 


“Of course,” Chief Ellison spoke, cordial, but not much else. “I didn’t mean to imply 
otherwise.” 


Jane set the kid on the platform in front of her. When he didn’t move, the Chief lowered his 
weapon and let it dangle by the strap. Even then, the kid didn’t budge. Jane took a step ahead 
to encourage him forward. Nihlus said her name. 


“Jane...” 


Warning her. Not to get too close. To go too far from their reach. The humans didn’t trust 
them with her. That much was apparent. If they really thought she was their captive... 


When the pup didn’t move, the squad captain stepped up onto the ramp. The squad behind 
him immediately tightened the perimeter. He heard the small human whimper as Ellison 
picked him up. 


“T’ll send a few of my crew with you to help navigate the area,” he said. 
The female officer who’d aimed her gun—Williams—cut in, eyes shifting to Jane. “Ill go.” 
“‘We’re not here to babysit. We will go alone,” Saren growled. 


The Chief stayed on the platform, standing closer than he liked to Jane. “I’m afraid my C.O. 
will insist.” 


Nihlus came to stand beside her, facing the male officer squarely. Subtle. But a warning. 
“Then your officers can lead the way,” he said, voice dropped and low. 


Front and center. Never turn your back on anyone you don’t trust. First lesson in basic. 


He let Nihlus take point after Williams and another of the squad as they left the platform onto 
colony soil, keeping Saren in his peripheral, and Jane between them. 


Part of him wondered why either Spectre was entertaining the squad’s request in the first 
place. Especially Arterius. Though, he didn’t doubt he’d find out, sooner, rather than later. 


Whatever it was, he hoped it was worth it. 
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“You’re Nihlus Kryik, aren’t you?” 

She saw Nihlus bristle, fringe narrowing a little as the male officer threw a look behind him. 
“T am.” His voice was low. Cautious. 

“Shit, I knew it. I thought I recognized your markings from the vids.” 

“Jesus, Bates. Can you not?” 

The female officer kept her eyes ahead. Gun in both hands. 


“Come on, Ash. The guy’s a legend. I heard he took out an entire enemy platoon on his own 
like it was nothing. I hope we get to see some action.” The man, Bates, looked back at Nihlus 
again. “I want to see how a Spectre operates up close.” 


Nihlus cocked his head, looking down at the human in front of him. 
“How do you know Nihlus?” Jane asked. 


She knew he was someone important. Garrus had mentioned having a poster of him at one 
point. The title of Spectre seemed to hold weight—even to humans. 


“He reads too many spy novels,” Williams cut in. 


Bates rubbed the back of his neck a little sheepishly. “His vids go viral pretty fast. Hey, is it 
true you stole a military aircraft during your first training exercise?” 


Williams made a sharp sigh. She heard Garrus trill—clearly amused. “How do you think he 
got promoted to Spectre in the first place?” 


“T was diverting an enemy fleet,” Nihlus said pointedly. 

Garrus scoffed. “Sure, Kryik. What about the second time?” 

“You’ve stolen more than one?” Jane raised an eyebrow. 

Nihlus clicked. “That one’s...ah. A long story.” 

Jane exhaled. A voiceless laugh. “I'd pay to see that vid,” she muttered. 


Nihlus trilled, standing a little straighter as he ducked his head to look back at her. His lethal 
eyes met hers. “Why pay? I can give you a ride for free," he purred. 


Jane saw Williams shoot her a glance out of her peripheral. Surprised by his tone. And the 
way he postured for her. A sight that drew the officer’s attention. If only briefly. 


“He’s right. You don’t have to pay to see them. They’re everywhere,” Bates said, painfully 
oblivious. “So are yours. Just search them on the extranet.” 


“Whose?” Garrus’s voice came from behind her. 


“Hers.” Bates pulled up his omni-tool and keyed something onto the screen. Tone light. Like 
it was nothing. 


Her stomach dropped a mile in an instant. 
“Mine?” 


She heard Saren rumbled beside her. He’d been looking at her. She could tell by the way he 
turned his head when she glanced at him. Though his hard eyes were zeroed in on Bates now. 


“Yeah. You’re that redheaded Scorpio chick, right? That one of you crushing a mech has a 
ton of views.” 


Mech... 

Axia. 

“Scorpio?” Nihlus rumbled. 
A training vid. It had to be. 
No. God, please, no. Not that. 


“Yeah. That’s what they’re calling her. I don’t know if I’m sold. Sounds a little...I don’t 
know. But the extranet sure likes it.” 


If someone leaked her training vids—what else could be out there? 
What else had people seen her do? 
...Had seen done to her? 


It was like the world around her was gone. Fleeting away in a second. Keep it the fuck 
together. Breathe. 


“Jane.” 
Someone touched her shoulder. A smell came, earthy, metallic and warm. Garrus. 
“lve got you. It’s okay.” 


His voice was low. Just between them. 


Luckily the two officers didn’t seem to notice. She saw a brief flash of a vid come up on 
Bates' screen. Nihlus diverted to walk in front of her. Expertly blocking her view. 


She could hear the sound of gunfire from the officer’s omni-tool. A loud bang. Then a voice. 
“Scratch one!” 


Nihlus rumbled. A muted growl. A sound that earned him an uneasy glance from Williams. 
“This is from Noveria.” 


A small trickle of relief filtered in. Though it wasn’t much. Not enough to answer the bigger 
question. What else on her was out there? 


Saren made a hard click. Nihlus bristled. A non-verbal acknowledgment. But didn’t look at 
him. 


“Who leaked the footage?” Nihlus’s voice was low. More to himself than anyone else. 


“My money’s on T’Loak,” Garrus said. “Heard a rumor from Aleena she’s trying to go clean 
for an old mate back on Omega. I guess it’s not clean if no one’s there to see it.” 


His voice dipped, grew harder at the end. 

All the while Nihlus was silent. Watching. Thinking. 

“Are there any more of her?” 

Right to the quick. 

“Just a couple. One with an asari. And a few with...” 

Saren made an abrupt pass on Bates’ right. Bumping by him as he went. Clearly intentional. 
“This is pathetic,” he snarled. “You are on orders from your superior, not a field trip. Have 


some self-respect and maintain focus. I’m scouting ahead.” 


That earned Nihlus’s immediate attention. He shot a look at Saren, but made no move to 
follow him, only growling at the Spectre when he passed. The two officers watched him go, 
taken aback. One of them spoke. 


“Bates,” Williams said. 
“On it.” 
Bates took off ahead of them. 


“Ts your friend always such an ass?” Williams kept eyes ahead, watching her squad member 
disappear behind the hill after Saren. 


“That’s just...Spectre Arterius,” Garrus said. 


Williams stiffened. “That's Spectre Saren Artertus?” Something unreadable flashed over her 
as her eyes moved to Jane. 


Jane frowned. “You didn’t know? Aren’t there any vids of him on the extranet?” 
If Nihlus was famous, she imagined Saren had to be. 


She’s seen him in a firefight. Knew what he was like firsthand in close combat. The turian 
was brutal. And extremely efficient. If videos of Nihlus in combat were so popular, she 
assumed Saren’s must be too. 


“Vids of Arterius are contraband,” Nihlus hung back to walk beside her. There was an edge to 
his eyes. Something uneasy. A little wild. It made him look deadly. “The Hierarchy deemed 
his methods to be... too controversial.” 


“That’s an understatement,” Garrus said dryly. 


Williams shook her head as she glanced over at Jane. “What the hell are you doing with a 
group of turians led by Saren Arterius?” 


Jane could hear it in her voice. That same, skeptical edge as before, watching her closely on 
the ramp. 


Before Jane could speak, there was a crack. A loud noise rang out over the hill. Garrus shot 
Nihlus an immediate look. 


Gunfire. 

Nihlus trained his focus ahead. His eyes dialed in. 
“What the hell was that?” Williams said. 

Nihlus rumbled, deep and slow. “Arterius.” 


He pulled his gun around by the strap. ““We need to approach,” he said. “If a firefight breaks 
out we can’t be caught out in the open.” 


Officer Williams turned to face him head on. “I’m not following orders from a—” 
Nihlus wasn’t interested. He moved past her to head the group with a hard click. 


“Then don’t,” he said. A low, cool rasp. “Stay here without cover. I’m sure that pink armor 
will make an excellent decoy. I’ll send your C.O. my regards.” 


Garrus moved up behind her, encouraging Jane to follow Nihlus as officer Williams was left 
to decide. Something that didn’t take long. 


Both of them had to jog to keep pace with the two turians. When they reached the crest of the 
hill Nihlus stopped her. A hand taking hers. Something Williams didn’t miss. 


“Vakarian.” 

“On it.” 

Garrus brought his rifle up and crouched, using his scope for a clear vantage over the hill. 
“What do you see?” 


The way he looked, gun raised, sight to his eye, made a damn fine image. “Arterius is behind 
cover. There’s an officer down. No hostiles in sight.” His bicep torqued as he lowered his 
weapon. 


His blue eyes shot to Nihlus. “I don’t like this,” he rumbled. 


“Likely a sniper,” Nihlus ducked his head, gazing out toward the dying sun. “Check vantage 
points with your scope. Williams, radio your Chief and give a status update.” 


She could tell the officer didn’t like being told. Though she did it anyway. 


Jane checked her comm lines to make sure they were on. Nihlus turned to her. Green eyes 
focused and sharp. He took her gun to inspect the magazine before handing it back to her. 


“Move to Arterius’s point of cover. If he’s there—it’s the best place on the field to be.” 
She didn’t doubt it. Saren was tactical. 

“Vakarian. Keep bird’s eye, stay on her six until I can advance.” 

Garrus’s fringe narrowed. His eyes darted to her. Then back to Nihlus. “Copy.” 


Williams moved back to the group as she logged off her comms. “I?ll follow her,” she nodded 
to Jane. Too ready to jump at the opportunity. “We should stick together.” 


Nihlus rumbled. “Then I’d advise you to stay close. Spectre Arterius will have one concern 
on the battlefield. And it won’t be you.” 


Jane watched Nihlus turn to face the hill head on. “Let’s move.” 


She tailed behind him as Nihlus led the group down the hill. He was militant about providing 
her cover, staying in front of her as they advanced. They were halfway down the hill when 
she spotted Saren. He was crouched behind the base of a lower platform leading toward a 
flight of stairs. 


“Shit. Bates.” 
Williams’ voice was breathless. 


Jane could see the officer half propped beside Saren against the platform. Saren was fisting 
the front of his uniform to keep him pinned back against the wall. Injured. But alive. 


“T don’t see any hostiles,” Williams said. 


Nihlus clicked. “Vakarian?” 


“There’s... sniper... landing pad,” Garrus’s voice came fuzzy over the comms. “It’s beamed 
off—good cover. There’s... kind of firefight going on inside. Humans. I—shit—” 


Dirt kicked up as a bullet struck the ground at Nihlus’s feet. She saw a spark fly off one of the 
steel beams on the top platform. 


“Jane, get to cover! Garrus, which way do you need this sniper to move?” 
Panic bit down at the question. He wouldn’t... 


She only had a second to look at Nihlus before Williams shoved her into a sprint. Saren was 
ducked down, exchanging fire with someone through the open door of the warehouse. 


“Spirits, Kryik. Lead him left, but be careful! He’s—” 


She heard Nihlus pull his rifle up and fire at the landing pad as he began moving left. 
Another bullet struck the ground near his feet. Nihlus shot back. 


Do something. Hes going to get hit. He’s going to... 
“Human!” 


Saren’s voice. Sharp and angry. Fading as she sprinted past his point of cover and up onto the 
first platform. Dangerous—she knew that. But Nihlus would follow. If he lost visual on her 
she knew he wouldn’t hang back. Wouldn’t stand in the middle of an open field and use 
himself like bait to lure a sniper into Vakarian’s crosshairs. 


“Jane!” 


And she was right. She threw up a shield as she breached the first door. Williams had 
diverted at the base of the stairs to join Bates. 


“Garrus—stay in position until that sniper is down. I don’t want you getting hit,” she said. 
He snarled over the comms. “...the hell are...doing? You—” His voice ended abruptly. 


Garrus had been right. A handful of mercenaries were posted near the back of the lower level 
at the base of the stairs, exchanging fire with someone on the second floor. One of them 
turned sights on her the second she was within aim. 


They didn’t get the chance to fire before a shot rang out behind her. Down and out before 
their finger could touch the trigger. 


“Reckless, human, don’t give them time!” 


She didn’t have to turn to see Saren advancing through the door. She set her sights on the 
nearest mercenary and hit them head on with a biotic slam. Not giving them time to aim. 


The force of it knocked the others down. Rapid gunfire picked up. The one Jane hit dropped 
first. The other two quickly followed. Nihlus was already sprinting up the stairs into the 
warehouse when she turned. 


“Jane.” 
Nihlus angry was a hell of a sight. 
His fringe was narrowed back and sleek. Eyes sharp and constricted—fixed on her. 


He clicked, ready to say more. Instead a bullet skimmed the crate behind her, sending his aim 
up the stairs, no hesitation. 


“Lower your weapon! Put your hands where I can see them!” A voice came from around the 
corner of the stairwell. 


Nihlus’s eyes honed in with deadly precision. “It’s never wise to give away your position,” he 
called back. His voice dropped as his talon slid over the trigger of his gun. “Identify 
yourself,” he said. “Maybe then we can talk.” 


There was a brief moment of silence. She could hear faint gunfire from one of the upper 
levels. 


“Private Fredricks, Alliance Military.” 

When no one spoke, Jane took a step toward the stairs. “Are you with the Alliance patrol?” 
“Affirmative,” the voice answered. 

She exhaled in disbelief. “Chief Ellison thought you guys were dead.” 


Another pause. Then the sound of boots shuffling on concrete. “Is that turian gonna shoot me 
if I come out?” 


Nihlus didn’t lower his aim. Though some of the tension left his shoulder. No longer bracing 
for the kick back of his rifle. “Not unless you give him reason to,” he rumbled. 


The Private seemed to consider that for a second before peering around the corner. A beat 
later he emerged. 


“Damn, you really brought the big guns.” The man gave her an assessing look, hands raised, 
before switching back to Nihlus. “What the hell are a couple of turians doing playing recon 
on Eden?” 


Nihlus took the Private in before lowering his weapon. She heard boots on the steps as 
someone approached the door. 


“Dragging your sorry asses home.” William came in, shouldering Bates with a huff. “There’s 
something weird going on. Comms are down. I can’t reach base.” 


Jane back stepped as she turned to face the door. “Garrus, do you copy?” 
The silence that followed made her uneasy. 


“You should return with your injured squad once Vakarian neutralizes the sniper,” Nihlus 
turned to Williams. 


“And miss the action?” An idea that made her angry. “Hell no. Our C.O. sent us here to find 
out what’s going on. The sniper is down. Hit the platform headfirst when your friend took 
him out. Bates can manage. It’s a flesh wound.” 


Bates winced as Williams let him take more of his own weight. He nodded, but didn’t speak. 
Telling. 


Saren growled. A deep, heated sound. Losing patience. “You’re giving your squad mate too 
much credit,” he rumbled. “The fool ran straight into an open field with no method of cover. 
He’s lucky I bothered to pull him in.” His head cocked a little as he came closer to Jane. 
Setting a hard line between the two officers, and the three of them. 


“You are trainees with your first big guns. Not soldiers. This is not the place for you. I have 
no intention of slowing down so that you can keep up.” 


Saren’s cold voice dug in. She saw Williams’ eyes flash with anger. “You can’t just—” 
“Tl take him.” 


Footsteps trailed the metal stairs as Private Fredrick’s came down—earning Nihlus’s full, 
undivided attention. 


“My squad leader sent me back to try and reach your settlement for backup anyway.” 
Fredrick’s eyes darted to Bates, then cautiously back to Nihlus. “I’m not sure your officer 
could handle a gun right now.” 


“A leader that sends their unit running at the first sign of trouble,” Saren scoffed. “Humans 
are unsurprising.” 


“Any idea who these guys are?” Jane cut in before Williams could say anything back. She 
rolled one of the downed mercenaries over with her boot. 


Their armor was white. Unidentifiable by any brand or symbols. But uniform enough it must 
be some kind of organized unit. 


“No idea. They were camped out here when we arrived. There’s no sign of the original 
shipyard crew,” Fredricks said. “Though, we found what was left of the squad sent to 
investigate. Whoever these mercs are, they cut through them fast.” 


“T wonder what they came for,” Williams replied. 


Jane shot a look back through the warehouse door. Hoping to see Garrus. “Whatever it is, it 
must have to do with the scrambled signal.” 


“Sounds like the rest of your crew could still use our help,” Nihlus checked the magazine in 
his rifle, nodding back toward the door. “You should get moving before you get pinned again. 
We’ ll head up.” 


Fredricks didn’t protest, coming to take Bates from Williams’ shoulder. Jane watched them 
go as she kept her gaze out the door. 


“Vakarian knows to advance. He’ll catch us on the second level,” Nihlus assured her. She felt 
his talons ghost the small of her back. His voice dropped. Growing a little pointed. “Try not 
to rush headfirst this time, yeah? I’d like to take you home when this is over.” 


Saren clicked as he moved past them up the stairs. “What the human did was impressive. She 
took control. You act like you have never done anything reckless before,” he said. There was 
heat to his voice. Not so cold as it was a moment ago. Though still sharp. 


Nihlus hissed as he shot a look up at the Spectre. Though he said nothing. 


Jane was first to follow Saren up the stairwell—Nihlus not far behind, flanking Williams. The 
sounds of gunfire grew louder as they neared the second landing. When Arterius stopped, 
Jane followed suit. 


The Specters’ pause wasn’t more than a second. Just enough time to duck his head to glance 
around the corner. To load his chamber and reach for a pin on his belt. 


A bullet skimmed the wall in front of them. Something he seemed to take as an invite. 
She heard him growl as he pushed away from the corner and raised his pistol. 


There were more of them here. They’d already downed a few of the patrol, and were 
advancing on a pair of N7’s crouched behind a crate near the farthest wall. 


She watched Saren yank a grenade from its pin and toss it—leaving the Alliance team to 
duck without warning. 


The blast knocked four of the mercs down in one go. A sadistic throw. 
He aimed at the nearest mercenary and fired without missing a beat. Or his mark. 


The rest of the group was scattered. She caught one with a biotic flare that sent them back 
against the far wall. A double fire from Nihlus and they were dead before they landed. 


To her surprise, Williams was a decent shot. The next two fell to her before one of the 
Alliance leapt over the crate with his pistol drawn and started firing two shots at a time. It 
was over then—only one left. She moved to grip the merc with another stasis field and give 
Nihlus the shot. 


Before she could, the Alliance scout hit them from behind with a heavy shockwave—nearly 
smashed them under the force before aiming a kill shot to the chest. 


“Holy shit, that was—” 


Williams didn’t finish before the scout turned his pistol onto Nihlus behind her. Jane didn’t 
hesitate. Neither did Saren. 


“Drop it!” she commanded. 


The solider wavered when she aimed. Though he didn’t lower his arm. She knew there were 
only a couple of seconds between now, and the moment Saren decided it wasn’t worth it, and 
killed the scout where he stood. 


“You’ve got two guns on you, soldier. You really want to bet you can pull that trigger fast 
enough?” she said. 


He was breathing heavily behind his helmet. She could hear it—see the rise and fall of his 
chest against the dark fabric of his jumpsuit. 


“Make that three.” 


Boots breached the doorway behind her. She didn’t have to turn to see him. Not those blue 
eyes, locked and aimed, sniper raised, ready to back Nihlus the second he was in the door. 


Garrus. 
“Alenko, they’re not wearing the same armor. Are you sure they’re—” 
“We’re not! Ashley Williams, Eden Patrol—Jesus, lower your gun. We’re here to help you.” 


There was panic in Williams’ voice. Though it seemed less for Nihlus, and more for the 
soldier still aiming at him. 


His breathing had started to slow. Leaving a slight tremor in his hand, finger hovering on the 
trigger. A short exhale and he let his pistol fall to his side. 


“Eden Patrol doesn’t deploy turians. Their armor’s too nice to be mercenary. Who are you?” 
the man demanded. 


“She’s telling the truth.” Jane lowered her gun. “Chief Ellison sent us to find your unit. The 
turians and I are an interest party.” 


“Spectres,” Williams corrected her. “And those two vigilantes from Noveria.” 
“Spectres?” 


She watched the scout reach and release the hatch on his helmet, pulling it off. The solider 
was young. No older than her. His dark eyes were hovering cautiously over Nihlus—very 
obviously avoiding Saren. A second later they moved to Jane. 


“No way. You’re that biotic from the picture.” The other Alliance scout was moving toward 
them from behind the crate. “Standing in front of that burning facility with the kid.” 


Jane frowned. 


“Didn’t take long for them to slap an Alliance logo on that one,” he said. 


The first scout, who she assumed was Alenko, shot a look back at Nihlus. “Jenkins, stand 
down.” 


Nihlus visibly bristled when the second scout approached. His green eyes locked onto him 
with a low rumble. 


“Do either of you have any idea what happened here?” he asked. 


“Not yet,” Alenko said. He was more straightforward, his voice more decisive than the other 
soldier. “When we got here those mercenaries were camped out around the perimeter. I tried 
to radio Eden’s base but something’s jamming the comms. Our ships scanner picked up a 
strong signal coming from somewhere near the warehouse when we landed.” 


“Any read on what it is?” Jane asked, drawing the scout’s dark eyes back to her. 


He studied her for a second. Seeming to hesitate. That same look Williams gave her, 
whenever the turians weren’t watching. Questioning. 


“T don’t know,” he told her. “But I plan to find out.” The scout turned to Williams. “If you 
want to stay, be ready for things to get messy. There’s more of them on the other levels. They 
nearly had us pinned before your sniper—” he shot a glance at Garrus. “Just...thanks. We’ll 
move on your word.” 


“Gather resources from the downed mercenaries. We can advance once you’re prepped,” 
y Pp Pp 2 
Nihlus said. 


Jane turned to Garrus as the scouts began to scavenge the area. “You okay?” she asked, voice 
dropping to stay between them. 


Garrus’s eyes dialed in a little as he came to stand over her, rifle at his side. “As good as I can 
be, watching my bond mate run headfirst into a gun fight with no cover and no backup,” he 
rumbled. His voice was sweet, but also ...scolding. 


His head tilted a bit. Making his blue eyes catch the light of the window beside him. He 
tucked a talon under her chin. An innocent gesture. Though his voice dropped low when he 
spoke. “Between you and Nihlus, I’m on the fast track to a heart attack. Let’s...not do that 
again. Got it?” 


She didn’t know what it meant; bond mate. Though the deep rumble of his voice made her 
face flash hot. Something he sensed. He let the back of his talon glide down the front of her 
throat. She caught the scout Alenko watching her as he did. 


His dark eyes flashed to follow Garrus’s deadly talon. To the side of her throat, briefly 
exposed by the glide of his touch, to the teeth marks she knew were now visible just beneath. 


Saren made a sharp snarl. “Vakarian!” Like it was an order. Followed by a slow, clicking trill. 
Garrus stood a little straighter. He ducked his head to look at him. 


She saw Williams standing behind him, watching her closely. 


Nihlus rumbled. He came to stand between the two turians. An innocent but immediate 
diversion. “Take what you have and let’s move. We should clear the warehouse before we 
locate whatever’s jamming out comms,” he said. 


Jane didn’t miss the way his fringe narrowed, the way his eyes dialed in, sharpening as he 
looked at Alenko. His talons unfurled a little as his shoulders eased back. Displaying his size. 
The impressive muscle of his arms and chest. Posturing. 


She shot a look at Saren. His attention was on nothing, no one else but her. All three of them 
were on edge. Jane glanced up at Garrus. “Let’s go.” 


The less time they stood there, letting that tension build, the better. 


The outside hall was empty. When they reached the second stairwell, they found what 
must’ ve been the rest of Eden’s original scout team. 


Nihlus made a low sound as he came up beside her. He cocked his head a little, green eyes 
scanning one of the bodies laid out on the stairs. “Shot in the back,” he noted. 


“These guys didn’t stand a chance,” Garrus’s voice approached from behind. “It’s...sad.” 


Saren didn’t even pause. He brushed past her with a low huff, taking the stairs without 
glancing at the soldiers on the ground. Like they weren’t even there. Nihlus bristled. Quick to 
follow. 


They met the next round of mercenaries on the landing. There were more of them here—too 
many. 


Saren took a bullet to the shoulder he didn’t seem to feel before raising his pistol with a few 
rapid fires. 


She saw him throw a grenade with his free hand like it was nothing but muscle memory. It 
didn’t have time to land before another was tossed back. 


It came straight at her—head on. Nihlus fired an expert shot. It hit the grenade in flight, 
sending out a plume of fire mid-air, knocking her back. 


“Jane!” 


She felt someone seize her by the arm and drag her quickly behind the nearest beam. Before 
she could grapple, he dropped her, and she looked up to see scout Alenko kneeling over her. 
His dark eyes scanned her face rapidly. 


“You okay?” he shouted. 


“Human!” Saren’s voice. She shot a look around the beam toward the sound of gunfire. 
When she looked back, Alenko’s gaze had moved down to the neck of her jumpsuit. A knot 
in his brow. 


Jane scrambled to pull her gun up by the shoulder strap and pushed away from Alenko 
without a word—moving to cover Nihlus’s six as he advanced. She saw Garrus shoot her a 
look from behind a stack of crates before lining his sights to do the same. 


“Shit. Where are they coming from?” She heard Williams’ voice over the rapid sound of 
automatic gunfire. 


Fog erupted as another grenade hit the ground. She couldn’t tell—couldn’t even count how 
many there were. Didn’t even try. 


“Kryik, back off!” 


She heard Saren snarl as Nihlus continued to push the line, taking ground from the 
mercenaries without a second thought. 


Jane sent out a stasis field to pull a few of them back. Shot a handful of rapid rounds to down 
one trying to flank Nihlus on the right. She called his name just as he ducked behind one of 
the steel beams up ahead. 


He wrenched the magazine from his rifle and slapped a new on into place before shooting her 
a look. Dead sights. Right on her. 


“Shit, look—” 


She saw him bristle. Saw his eyes dial in just as something hit her from behind. It sent her 
sideways across the floor in a second. 


Her gun clattered, scattered away from her when she landed, giving her just enough time to 
look up and see the merc aiming his gun. 


It was like an instinct. 
A reflex, nailed in deep by her handler. 


She swept the mercenary’s legs and rolled over to claw her way on top of him. They grappled 
briefly over his gun before Jane managed to yank it away, sending it flying in the same 
direction as hers. 


After that it was a dogfight. 


The merc’s gauntlet was heavy. Packed a hell of a punch when it hit. Knocking her off 
balance enough for him to roll on top of her. 


“Never let yourself be pinned. You’re small. Weak. The moment it comes down to strength— 
you will lose.” 


Saren’s voice snarled in the back of her head. 


“Be quick!” 


Jane scrambled as fast as she could to get away. But the hit to the face had made everything 
blur. Made her too slow. Never fast enough. 


He had her legs pinned a second later. Struck her hard again, enough to make her gasp, make 
her taste blood and turn half the room dark. 


She reached up to the hatch on his helmet. Clawing for any weakness. Any chance to make a 
vulnerable point and dig in. Christ, he was heavy. 


She heard the hiss of the latch as his helmet decompressed. The hard clatter when it hit the 
floor. Her omni-blade triggered. But, again, too slow. 


Jane felt the sudden weight of the merc being lifted off of her. Saw the hand that closed in 
over his face, sharp talons digging in, the wire-flex of Saren’s artificial muscle as he 
wrenched the merc off of her and began dragging him, like he was nothing but a fucking 
ragdoll, toward one of the steel beams across the ramp. 


Jane rolled onto her side, spitting blood onto the concrete. The rapid sound of gunfire hadn’t 
lulled. Heat washed the air as another grenade hit. She watched Saren throw the mercenary 
against the metal beam with a hard growl. 


Before the merc could scramble—Saren had him by the throat. Talon’s long and unfurled. 
Already slick with blood. 


“Answer me and I will make your end quick,” Saren said. ““Who sent you?” 


His voice was that low, lethal rumble. Like a grip on the back of her neck. She heard Garrus 
shout something to Nihlus. Impossible to hear over the hail of bullets on steel. 


The merc in front of him began to protest, “Go f—” 


Saren’s hand came back to grip his face. Keeping him pinned to the beam. She could see 
blood in streaks across the mercenary’s pale skin. Places where Saren’s talons had already 
dug in—cut deep. 


“Then you can answer another question,” Saren rumbled. “Should I take your ears first—or 
your eyes?” 


Arterius cocked his head. Silver eyes predatory as they tracked the human in front of him. 
The wire muscle of his bicep flexed. Ready to dig in. To tear away. She heard the merc suck 
in a breath. 


“Wait—wait! I—Fuck—Cerberus! We’re here for Cerberus!”’ 


Cerberus. 


Not a name she was familiar with. But one she could see Saren was. His shoulders eased 
back with a low, rolling growl. A posture she now knew as both a challenge, and a warning. 


“For what?” he commanded. Voice deep and low. 


The mercenary arched off the beam as Saren’s grip tightened—talons digging in. 


“The artifact!” the man cried. “He sent us for the beacon! To find the—” he cried out again. 
Making Jane wince. Making her stomach turn at the idea of what Saren fully intended to do. 
To claw deep. And to rip away. “To find the ship! He said it would take us to Sovereig—” 


He didn’t get the chance to finish. Saren dropped his grip. Took half a step back. And shot the 
merc where he stood. No hesitation. 


She heard Nihlus call her name—coming closer. Felt his heat swarm around her as he pulled 
her onto her feet. Saren was standing over the dead mercenary. Staring down at him in 
silence. 


His silver eyes were absolutely lethal. 


“Jane.” Nihlus huffed her name. She felt the heel of his palm come to wipe blood from her 
bottom lip. 


The sound of his voice seemed to stir something in Saren. She saw him bristle. Saw his fringe 
narrow, the muscle of his arm jumping as his hand choked the grip of his gun. 


The turian snarled as he ducked his head. His eyes cut the distance, through the color of fire 
and smoke, illuminated in the shadows. They landed on Nihlus with precision. With a 
sharpness that scared her. 


Nihlus seemed to sense it. His mandibles pulled in tight as he turned. Growled. 


Saren’s eyes shifted to her, and for just one second, Jane thought he might actually do it. She 
could see it on his face. In the way his eyes tracked her. Calculating. Considering. 


He could take her now and no one would stop him. The others weren’t watching—still 
pushing back the remaining mercenaries toward the upper level. She saw his talon coil just a 
little tighter around the trigger. 


The only thing standing in his way was Nihlus. 
“Saren.” 


Her voice was hard. Sharp. Arterius’s gaze flickered to hers. A momentary lock. A vicious 
reminder. 


“Tf you ever point your gun at Nihlus again, I'll kill you.” 
And she fucking meant it. 


She heard him rumble. Saw the subtle flex of his chest beneath his jumpsuit as he inhaled. 
His hard eyes searched hers. 


He said nothing as he turned and pushed forward toward the fading sound of gunfire. 


Scout Alenko was doing a decent job of keeping the mercenaries back. With Garrus behind 
him, picking them off, there were only a few left standing. 


Nihlus wasn’t moving. Still staring at the space Saren had just been. They couldn’t stay in the 
open. They had to move. 


“Nihlus.” 


It hurt, the way he looked at her. She knew Nihlus had seen it too. Seen exactly what Saren 
had considered. 


Would he have? If she hadn’t been there to stop him—would Saren have... 


“He’s like a wild animal.” Nihlus’s voice was low when he spoke. He ducked his head, 
turned to walk away from her toward the final set of stairs leading to the outside platform. 
“Stay away from him,” he said. 


She watched Saren advance up the stairs ahead. The others were following. All but Garrus, 
who turned to find Nihus in the smoke, blues eyes fleeting quickly to her. 


He waited for them at the base of the stairwell. Didn’t ask as Nihlus passed him without a 
word, only turning to flank her as she followed him. 


“You okay?” Garrus rumbled. 
Jane reached to wipe more blood from her lower lip. “I’m fine.” 


There were only a few of them on the outer level. Something that hardly slowed Saren as he 
reached the upper platform. A few rapid shots and he’d taken them out before the 
mercenaries could even aim. 


He was focused—honed in on something ahead of them. She saw him bristle when Nihlus 
shouted, “They’re loading something onto their ship. Get a visual!” 


Boots ran past her up the platform as Alenko took off toward it. “That’s the signal,” he said. 
“Don’t let them take it—We don’t know what it is.” 


Nihlus snarled, lining his sights over the mecs ahead. “Stand down, scout. Don’t advance!” 


Alenko didn’t hear him. Maybe he didn’t care. Williams was first to take off after him. She 
was close. 


But Saren reached him first. 


She saw the Spectre raise his pistol. Fire shots to down the few mercenaries left—then turned 
his aim onto scout Alenko. 


“Shit, shit!” 


Jane took off in a sprint toward him. 


““Arterius—drop it!’ Nihlus commanded. She knew he was aiming at him. That if he shot— 
Nihlus wouldn’t hesitate. 


Panic dug in. Bit hard. 


“Human,” Saren snarled. It brought Alenko to a halt in front of the artifact. He turned quickly 
to face Saren. His dark eyes went to the gun in his hand. 


Alenko moved to raise his own. 
“Saren, don’t!” 


She knew he would. Saw the jump of his muscle as his finger coiled on the trigger. Nearly 
pulled—again. And again—didn’t. 


She saw his massive chest rise with a low inhale. Like was taking her in. Realizing she was 
watching him. Nihlus was standing behind her, aimed and ready. Arterius gave a low growl. 


“Move away, human,” Saren cautioned him. Voice steel and cold. “I will give you this one 
chance. The beacon is not your concern.” 


Jane took a step forward on the platform. Closer to both of them. To the artifact. It seemed to 
trigger something. A low hum. Light sparked up in a pale beam through the center. 


“Alenko. Do what he says,” she commanded. 
The man’s dark eyes darted to her. Just a brief second. But it only took one. 


Gunfire cracked the air. For a fleeting second she thought it was him. Thought she’d see the 
scout fall, see blood stain the color of his jumpsuit, only to watch Saren drop his gun onto the 
platform. Jane turned to see Williams still aimed. Finger pulled back on the trigger. 


No. 


She couldn’t explain the feeling. Why it hurt so badly—dug in so deep. Like she couldn’t 
breathe. She took off toward Saren as his knees hit the ground. Something dark and slick 
began soaking the front of his jumpsuit. His clawed hand reached to grip his chest— 
dangerously close to his heart. Nihlus called her name, but she didn’t stop. 


“Human, stay—” 


She heard her handler snarl. Nearly drowned out by the hum of the artifact behind him. A 
sound loud enough it made her stumble. Made her reach for her ears. Made it hard to... 


Her knees hit the platform. Something pulled at her, dragged her backward toward the sound 
without warning. At first she thought it was Alenko. That he’d hit her with a stasis field. The 
frantic way he reached for her told her it wasn’t. 


He missed her narrowly—his reach too short, not enough. Not as far or as fast as Saren’s. 


She felt the familiar grip of talons—hard, crushing, catching her by the forearm as Arterius 
reached. But he was weak. The force of the artifact dragged them both. 


Jane saw Nihlus running toward them. A flash of the bare sky as it opened up. The heavy 
weight of her handler as they both hit the beacon. Then—everything was gone. 
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He couldn’t feel his body. 
The numbness was frightening. A feeling he hated. 


There was pain somewhere... somewhere near. Growing as he thought of it. Until it clamped 
down—sharp and vicious. The sound of talons on steel. 


He whined. 
Ash floated in the air, drifting down like slow-dying stars. 


“Tf your time comes on the battlefield—let it. Should your enemy best you, there is no honor 
in coming home.” 


His brother’s voice was in his head. Making him wish for nothing but that in the moment. 
Home. 


He rasped, dragging in the acrid taste of smoke. Making his chest burn. His vision darkened. 
It was his arm he couldn’t feel. Some part of him knew that. 


His talons slid up, moved cautiously across the singed fabric of his uniform to feel for it— 
finding nothing where it should’ve been. Just the soaked feeling of his torn jumpsuit. The 
sudden bite of pain at the touch. He locked his teeth, sucking in a breath. Gone. 


It explained the numbness. How cold he felt, despite the burning smell of his own scales, the 
white, unbearable pain of fire still hissing from the wreckage of the ship around him. 


He didn’t try to move, to sit up, to do anything but lie there and wait for the bleeding to take 
him. Any movement was futile. He’d been in the lift when the impact hit. On his way to the 
control deck at his brother’s command—dead—teady to follow orders—Desolas—to divert 
the human craft that had maneuvered to challenge them head on. 
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“A bluff,” Desolas had assured him. “Humans are clever. Don t let them fool you.’ 


He could hear the empty sound of space around him. The quietness of the ship—alone as it 
drifted. 


“Brother...” 


The sound was choking, a weak, low rasp, thick with the foul taste of blood. His mandibles 
didn’t move when he spoke. Wrong. The sharp pain in his face where they... where they 
should have been...told him all he needed to know. 


He was dying. 
He knew that. 


Though, it was worse than that—he was dying slowly. With enough time to feel it. To know 
that his brother was already gone. That he had failed. And that, for him, the spirits had no 
mercy. 


Heat washed the air. The beam pinning him to the floor slipped down. Exposing him to the 
flames. Collapsing, he was certain. Steel shifted. Groaned as some of the weight was lifted 
from his chest. Enough to move his arms—his...arm. Bringing blinding pain back into focus. 


“Christ, turians send them in young.” 


Even through the fire, the smoke, the sick, burning scent of his own flesh—he could smell 
her. 


The hand that gripped his cowl was eerie. Too-many fingered. ...Warm. 


He rasped. Whether it was meant to be a growl, or some pathetic whimper, he didn’t know. 
He heard the human curse. Shuffle back. A sound of alarm. Then the low thud of boots near 
his head. Hesitating. 


“Still kicking, aren’t you?” 


That sickly sweet smell swarmed in around him as a face appeared, speckled and pale. Even 
through the haze she was there. A halo in the smoke. Fringe slipping down as she bent to 
grab him—the bold color of fire. 


A spirit. 

“Easy, big guy. I got you. Let’s hope you can repair an evac pod.” 

He was pulled upright with surprising strength— 

ok 

—Saren sat upright with a low inhale. 

There was a sound. Something it took his panicked brain a moment to identify. 


The low hum of a living ship around him in the dark. 


It forced his brain to recognize the outline of the empty medbay. A cold yank into reality. 
Reminding him of where he was—and where he wasn’t. 


The rest of the room was quiet. Pain settled in—deep aches and stiffness that lingered 
through most of his body. A feeling he was used to. He reached to race his talons across the 
center of his chest. To rake softly at the deeper hurt—that breathless, unbearable feeling that 
never left. Worse than any wound. As if he could dig it out. 


Though, he never could. 


His shoulder flexed with the effort to grip the bedrail with his artificial hand. Only to realize 
he couldn’t. 


Saren growled as his talons slid up to test the bandage on the front of his plates. Just shy of 
his heart. The wire of his bicep flexed weakly. Enough to close his hand into a partial fist. But 
nothing more. 


The human. 


One of the strays Nihlus had allowed to tag along. She must have shot one of his critical 
ports. 


Saren rumbled to himself. 
Their species was too clever for their own good. At least when it came to the females. 


He’d nearly left the male officer to bleed out when the mongrel had come running after him 
over the hill. Head-first into an open field without checking vantage points for sniper activity. 


As far as he was concerned, he would’ve been doing the Alliance a favor. Decisions like that 
got whole units killed on the battlefield. Living fools make dead squad-mates. Precisely the 
reason he’d dragged the mutt by the jumpsuit to the nearest point of cover. 


If he didn’t stop for the idiot—Spectre Kryik would have. A risk he hadn’t been willing to 
take. 


Saren hung his head with a low huff. He turned, gazing over at the bed beside him, expecting 
to see Hannah—not Hannah—ust out of reach. 


He could smell her, the female, a scent that was almost dangerous, too close to what his body 
ached for most. Just different enough to remind him it wasn’t. If it weren’t for her scent—he 
would have been lost the first moment he had her. 


He almost had been. 


Even in the dark—it was her. Her face. Her eyes, watching him...in horror. Seeing what he 
had become. 


“Hannah...” 


He’d been weak to say her name. But he couldn’t stop himself. The sight of her alone was too 
much. Just like her. 


It had nearly overcome him again in the warehouse. Her scent smothered by fire and grenade 
powder. When he’d seen her, standing so close to Kryik, bleeding...he’d forgotten, just 
briefly. Where he was—and where he wasn’t. 


For a moment it had only been them. Just pain, and blood, and ash, and a human female— 
wounded—bold enough to look him dead in the eye—Hannah—with hair like fire through the 
smoke. 


He’d nearly taken her. And Kryik...He’d nearly— 
Saren snarled, banishing the image from his head. 
Nihlus’s face. 


The look in his eyes when they’d flashed to the pistol in his hand. Anticipating. A hard look. 
Resolved. So different from the first time Saren had ever welcomed the pup onto his ship. 
Still firm, then. Still composed, always observing, hiding what was underneath. But even 
then—hopeful. 


Saren had been the only family the pup had. A fact he knew. And he had taken that into his 
talons, and bled every last ounce of life from that hope until it was gone. 


Monster. 
Another drop in an endless ocean. 
Saren was no stranger to regret. 


He reached weakly for the IV line keeping him tethered to the bed, ready to yank it from his 
arm, only to pause as the door to the medbay opened. The source of the female’s scent came 
acutely into focus. Saren turned his head with a growl to see Spectre Kryik enter. 


The moment he laid eyes on the pup—something else came. A brief image. A memory? It 
flickered, there and gone. Seizing him by the back of the neck. 


“Saren?” 

Nihlus. 

He could see him, near the hill on Eden Prime. 
No, not a memory. 

They were alone. 


“This isn t your mission, Saren. What are you doing here?” 


So open. Trusting. He’d turned his back on him. Only for a second. 
“Don t worry. I’ve got it under control.” 


Saren snarled when the sound came. It rang through the room—real and present, though he 
knew it wasn’t. It couldn’t be. A single gunshot in the dark. 


He grasped at the bedrail. Commanding his body to ground itself. Forgetting and 
remembering, yet again, where he really was. 


“What did you see?” 


Nihlus’s voice was low in the dark. Cold. Saren ducked his head to look at him. The Spectre 
watched him. His face unreadable. 


“You saw something—didn’t you?” Nihlus rumbled. “So did Jane. I could see it in her face. 
She was terrified.” Nihlus took a step closer to the bed. Towering. A warning posture. “Tell 
me what you saw.” 


He could smell the female on his breath. On his scales—every inch of him. Saren bristled. 
Nihlus came closer with a deep hiss. As if to flaunt the fact. Digging in. 


“Where is she?” Saren growled. 


It was a dream. It had to be. He remembered aiming at that mindless Alliance scout Alenko. 
Reaching for the human as she... 


They’d hit the beacon together. The world had vanished. Then... “This isn t your mission, 
Saren. What are you doing here?” 


Saren rasped. A gripping pain came—that damned, breathless feeling. The feeling of loss. It 
sent need spiking through him. An impulse he fucking hated. One that never went away. A 
need for her. 


“Where is the human?” he snarled. 

Nihlus didn’t flinch. He cocked his head, watching him. Silent. 
Ignoring the question. 

Cruel. 


“You nearly shot an Alliance officer.” Kryik spoke again after a moment. “Do you have any 
idea how that would’ve looked to the Council?” 


Saren huffed. A bitter laugh. “The Auman nearly activated the beacon himself. The 
information it stored was meant to be critical. Deadly knowledge in the hands of the humans. 
Wasting it on an Alliance officer was unacceptable.” He rumbled, a low growl, turning his 
head away. “I have no doubt the Council would agree.” 


Humans were easily spooked. It took little to force them into their place. Aiming his pistol at 
the mutt was enough. He didn’t anticipate he’d truly need to shoot. And he’d been right. 
Though, he hadn’t expected the female officer to bite back. 


“Then you know what it is,” Nihlus said. Just a small glimmer, taking a step forward, a brief 
flash of the pup he’d once met, freshly banned from any semblance of Hierarchy air 
equipment. Saren had known he would be trouble. Though that glimpse—that glimmer of 
something sharp, something intelligent and dangerously capable, had made that trouble more 
than worth it, every time. 


“You know what the artifact is for.” Kryik’s eyes roamed his face in brief, earnest question. 
Then quickly schooled himself into something more severe. Pulling back. A look Saren knew 
he deserved. 


“T do,” Saren rumbled. 


There had been a time when he’d intended for it to be them. Something they hunted, and 
discovered together. 


“There is a dreadnought rumored to exist somewhere in orbit. A Prothean relic. I had 
intended...” He hissed to himself. Wasted words. It would fix nothing. “I had tracked a lead 
to an informant—a batarian known as Had’ dah.” 


Found in no small thanks to that Alliance dog, Anderson. A human he’d taken pleasure in 
removing from the running of Spectre. If a human should ever earn the honor—the first of 
them would not be some rule book, government issued plaything. Anderson’s methods were 
neutered at best. 


“According to the documents I’d uncovered, his team had pinpointed the location of its 
signal. A location he’d been prepared to share. Until I discovered an...untimely distraction.” 


The human. 


Even through time. Across distance. Bruised and pale and sickeningly frightened as it was. 
He would know that face anywhere. 


The batarian had scrolled past her like it was nothing. Just another piece of stock on the black 
market. When he’d seen her face flash across the screen... 


Saren should’ve killed him more slowly. There was no saving what was left of Had’dah once 
he was finished. 


“The batarian expired before I could get the necessary information,” Saren rumbled, deeply 
unpleased to admit. 


Spectre Kryik needed no translation. Sharp as he was. He made a low huff. 


“And the artifact?” Nihlus asked. 


“The beacon was the only lead I was left with. I anticipated it would give me some hint as to 
the dreadnoughts whereabouts. Instead I saw...” His eyes left Nihlus again. Disguising that 
sudden aching grip in his gut. That feeling he hated. Weak. “Nothing. Night terrors. Useless.” 


The hum of the ship resumed around them. Nihlus watched him in the dark. 


“You sacrificed your mark to track down the human?” Spectre Kryik’s voice was a rasp— 
dark and quiet. Observing. 


Saren clamped down on his subvocals. On the low trill that warmed his throat. Disguising it 
with a hard click. “I sacrificed many things.” 


He heard Nihlus inhale. Trying to read him by scent, no doubt. Saren met his gaze head on. 
He could smell the pup’s distress. See the tone of his muscle beneath his jumpsuit—a display 
of aggression. Of stress. 


Saren hissed. 
Where was the female? 


“You saved her,” Nihlus said. “Twice. She trusts you. I can’t stop it. And I won’t push her 
away by trying to.” A low, rolling growl built in his chest. That sharp look returned to his 
eye. Something cocky and provoking. Defiant. His voice dipped as he leaned in. Not much, 
but enough. Enough to smell her, stronger, all over him. On his breath. Saren growled. 


“But that doesn’t mean I have to make this easy for you,” Nihlus said darkly. 


The pup lingered a moment. Forcing him to take in the heady smell of her. Of both of them— 
mingled together. Finally he took a few steps away, never turning his back. 


“T suggest you get ready for landing. We’ll be on the Citadel in less than an hour. You’ve 
been out for nearly three days,” Nihlus said, sliding a mandible back as he spoke. 


Still the same, arrogant, insubordinate pup he’d pulled from a line up all those years ago. 


Metal creaked as Saren choked the bedrail. He watched the Spectre leave, saying nothing. 
Knowing all too well that Spectre Kryik was a soldier who kept his word. If he wanted to 
find out where the human had gone, Saren would have to be vigilant. And follow him closely. 
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Garrus tracked the human male in front of him, shifting uncomfortably on the loading bench 
beside the ramp. He hadn’t moved from his spot since Kryik had thrown him down. Despite 
the Spectre’s gruff assurance he wouldn’t be hurt. Though he continued to throw 
uncomfortable glances at Garrus, sitting at the table with his feet up, rifle rested in his lap. 


The rest of the crew had mostly ignored the scout. Except for Wrex, of course. Who sneered 
at the human every time he lumbered past. 


Garrus didn't let him out of his sights. 


The scout was insurance. Safety. The only thing keeping Garrus from gnawing away on the 
inside. A promise that Jane would be kept safe when the humans took her on board their 
ship. And that they’d give her back. 


After she and Spectre Arterius touched the artifact, something had happened to them. Both of 
them. By the look of absolute horror he’d seen on Jane’s face—he knew whatever she’d seen 
must’ve been terrible. Garrus had seen that look on her, more than once. He hated it. 


After the beam died they’d hit the ground together and... 
Nihlus had nearly lost it again. Like the last time. 


When the human Alenko tried to approach, he’d thought for sure Kryik would turn on him. 
He almost did. Though his focus was quickly pulled back onto Jane. Onto trying desperately, 
panicking, to wake her. Trying and failing. 


Officer Williams had been right. 


The human ship was better equipped to care for her. Garrus didn’t doubt Solus. But he knew 
nothing would beat the care of another human doctor. Whatever was wrong with her... 
wherever she’d gone...he just wanted her back. 


The exchange had been tense. Each crew gripping their guns, ready to aim. Posturing. Part of 
him wondered what the humans would’ve done if Nihlus hadn’t let them take her. The scout 
and the officer didn’t think Jane was with them by choice. Something that was obvious. And 
scout Alenko had been...persistent they let his crew take her on board to be examined. 
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“Tf any one can wake her, it’s Chakwas. We can help her. Let us.’ 


Logically, Garrus knew it was the best move. Proving to the humans that Jane was with them 
by choice would save them a lot of pain from the Alliance and the Hierarchy. Not to mention 
the bad PR it would earn the Spectre branch, if the accusation stuck. 


Still didn’t mean Garrus hated it any less. 


Jenkins had been close—close enough Nihlus could’ve grabbed him if the humans hadn’t 
agreed to the exchange. Which, thankfully, they did. 


He saw the scout, Jenkins, toss him another cautious side-eye out of his peripheral. Garrus 
rumbled. He slung his arm over the back of his chair, tapping a talon on the stock of his rifle. 
The scout’s eyes flashed briefly to the muscle of his bicep before shifting quickly away. 


Just a few more hours, human. Hang in there. They’d be back on the Citadel soon. And back 
with Jane again, the second they were. 


There was a ping on his omni-tool. 


Garrus turned his arm to glance down at his wrist. He saw a new message crop up in Axia’s 
private inbox. His blue eyes hovered over the screen. Not reading. Not wanting to. 


Jane’s buyer was getting restless. He’d stopped reading after the fourth message or so— 
several days ago. But he could tell by the header of the newest one, he couldn’t stay silent 
forever. 


I 


“Good to see you again...’ 


Garrus tracked the human scout for another second before committing his attention to his 
omni-tool. He pulled the message up on screen. His fringe narrowed the second he scanned 
the words. 


“Good to see you again. And pleased to know my biotic is still in once piece.” 
His hand choked the rifled in his lap. 


“Quite the display on Eden Prime. You have stretched my good faith quite far, Archangel. I 
will give you one last chance to deliver her to me. After that, I will stop playing nice. 


Let’s not make this more complicated than it has to be. The human deserves to be with her 
own kind. You cannot make her great the way I can. The way Cerberus can. 


I expect to see you again, much sooner than later. 

BS 

Cerberus... 

“Must be something good if it’s got you that interested.” 


Aleena’s voice came into focus beside the table. Garrus bristled, growling as his eyes shot up 
to her from his omni-tool. He saw the asari pull back a little with an off guard, “Woah,” 
holding up her hands. 


“Vakarian.” 


His muscles relaxed as his eyes shot to Nihlus, coming up behind her. The Spectre had his 
gaze steeled. Smelling freshly like Arterius. A scent Garrus was slowly getting used to. 
Though it still made him bristle. 


“What is it?” Kryik asked. 


Garrus shoved away from the table as he stood, approaching, then brushing past him toward 
the bunks. “We have a problem,” he growled. 


Nihlus followed him into the privacy of the cabin without comment. Once the door was shut 
Garrus turned. He cued up his holo-screen. 


“Jane’s buyer is still looking for her. He mentioned Eden. I don’t know who Cerberus is, but 


" 


Nihlus straightened—the flex of his shoulders beneath his jumpsuit. He hissed. “Cerberus?” 


The Spectre came to stand beside him. He smelled strongly of their female. A scent that 
brought the room sharply into focus. Made his blood grow warm. He watched Kryik’s chest 
rise with a low inhale. His eyes dialed back. A sharp, decisive look. 


“Why didn’t you say anything?” 
Still and calm. Cutting straight to the bone. 


“T didn’t know he was...” Garrus growled, trailing off. “I didn’t know he had a unit to back 
him. I didn’t think he was a threat. I was...focused on other things.” 


Spirits, he hated this feeling. A painful reminder of how much he didn’t know. Of all the 
things he’d missed outside of basic. Things Axia could’ve never prepared him for. 


Spectre Kryik would’ ve never underestimated his opponent. 
Kryik was eerily silent. He turned to face him. “Other things?” 


His voice was a dry rasp. Poised. Collected. Garrus shot a look back as his omni-tool before 
ducking his head and turning it away. “When Jane’s heat regulator failed on Noveria, I...” 


Garrus trailer off with a hiss. Just the thought made him angry--made him see blue. 


Nihlus clicked. “Pup,” Commanding Garrus’s attention. To meet his gaze head on. Garrus felt 
his shoulders ease back on instinct. He cocked his head, eyes zeroing in. 


“T knew, I fucking knew, I installed it right.” His voice gained an edge. “I never would’ve let 
her out onto the field if it wasn’t. So I did some digging.” The muscle of his arm jumped as 
his talons furled into a fist. “Turns out the device has a history of being faulty. 21 deaths in 
two months can’t be a coincidence. Whoever’s making the regulator is cutting corners. And 
costing lives.” 


Nihlus scanned his face in silence. He felt heat creep up his neck. Something he ignored. His 
face stung as his mandible dropped, tugging at the one beneath his bandage. 


“T’ve also been thinking... about what that officer said. About Jane being popular on the 
extranet.” 


His voice softened. Something Nihlus didn’t seem to miss. He was studying him with such 
trained precision, it made Garrus nervous. 


He could smell her distress the second Bates mentioned it. Two years as a batarian slave. 
Being passed around from ship to ship. If there was footage of it...of what they’d done to 
her-- 


“Tf there’s other footage of her out there, I intend to find it,” he said. 


Nihlus was silent. Reading his face. Standing close enough he could smell his scent, that 
gunmetal and warm smell, something that was uniquely Kryik, just beneath Jane’s. 


“Vakarian...” The soft rasp again. 


Neither of them spoke for a long moment. And neither of them moved away. When Kryik 
took a step closer to him, Garrus huffed. Wishing more than anything that Jane was there 
with them. 


Was she awake? 
Did she think they’d left her behind? 
... Abandoned her? 


His other hand closed into a fist. He heard Nihlus thrum. A sound that made his blood spike. 
Made his tense muscles ease—made him suddenly aware of the heat of Nihlus’s body, so 
close to his. 


Even more when the Spectre took a last step forward. 


His green eyes searched his face. “Don’t do that,” he rumbled. Quiet and low. “Don’t deal 
with shit like that on your own. It weighs on you.” 


The heat in Garrus's throat spread down into his chest. Something that made him rumble— 
falling quickly into a purr as Nihlus put a hand on the back of his neck. Dropped his face 
down to butt against his forehead softly. Kryik’s breath was warm, so close to his. 


“We’re a team, Vakarian. Whatever happens, we handle it together.” 


Garrus slid a hand along Nihlus’s waist. Enjoying his heat—wishing Jane was there between 
them. Nihlus let his cheek skim lightly along his own. Such a soft gesture. Something he 
never would’ve anticipated, looking at the Spectre through a vid screen. 


“When we reach the Citadel, things could get messy. Stay sharp,” Nihlus murmured. “And 
stay close.” 


Garrus trilled quietly in amusement. “When are things not messy?” he said. 


Nihlus clicked in mock irritation. He ducked his head, biting softly against the side of 
Garrus’s neck. Spirits, it made his plates ache the second he did it. He gripped Kryik a little 
tighter by the waist. Talons digging in. 


He heard Nihlus give a low, slow trill. “So easy, Vakarian,” he purred. The cocky bastard. 
“Get your gear.” He took a step back, giving him that Spectre-cool, triple-kill-shot smirk. The 
one he’d seen so often in vids. One mandible cocked back, eyes sharp. Nihlus-spirits- 
damned-Kryik. 


“Let’s go get Jane,” he said. 


Whatever happened on the Citadel—whoever it was, out there looking for Jane—Kryik was 
right. They would be stronger facing it together. 


A team. 


Once they had the human back. Even with Arterius hanging back, always there. That’s 
exactly what they were. A team. 


And Garrus wouldn't have it any other way. 


Chapter End Notes 


laexdream says there's room for one more turian on the bunk. What do you think? >;) 


*Fun fact, Saren joined the military when he was 15. And he has some...mild beef with 
Anderson. 
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Air. 
She needed fucking air. 
Christ, why couldn’t she breathe? 


There was a hissing sound—loud, all around her. Sucking the last of the oxygen from her 
helmet as she drifted farther from the wreckage.... The wreckage of what? 


All around her was fire. Just darkness and fading heat. Growing farther as she drifted. The 
empty vacuum of space, making every breath tighter, harder, impossible, until she was left 
with nothing, just one last image—a face against the stars. 


A man's. 
When she woke it was sudden. 


She was still gasping. Still clawing at her throat for air, blurring the room—room?—with 
tears. 


The unwelcome glare of florescence stung her eyes. She blinked trying to focus, trying to see 


through the fog of sedatives clouding her vision. 
Sedatives. 

“Good pet.” 

Axia’s voice. 

No no no— 

Someone grabbed her. Her biotics spiked. Instinct. 
“Hey—Wait—” 


Her head pounded with the anticipation—the sudden rush of a rag pressed to her mouth, 
forcing her to breathe in that red, sand-like substance. She could see the haze, the arena, 
John, and those blue eyes, staring down at her—Garrus— 


There was a shattering sound. The hand on her arm vanished. A curse came. 
“Officer Williams!” 


Heat bloomed across the side of her face as her implant triggered. 


... Implant... 
Saren. 


Some of the room came into focus. Two humans. Wearing uniforms. The room was small— 
why would Axia train her here? They had nowhere to run. Joo easy. 


There was glass on the floor. One of the humans had hit something when they landed. She 
felt the sting of it under her feet as she climbed, stumbled, stood from the...bed? 


Her hand reached—stopped short. A cuff. Her arm jerked. There was a sting. Something 
warm and wet raced down the front of her forearm. 


Blood. 


Some of the room lost focus again. She trained her attention on the human already down. So 
easy to break. 


Her biotics pulsed. 

“Alenko, stop her!” 

That same heat flared in her temple. Making her suck in a breath. 
“Hey...it’s okay. You’re okay. You’re safe.” 

A man’s voice. 

Safe. 

Nihlus. 

All at once the room appeared in front of her. 

“There s my girl.” 

“No one’s going to hurt you.” 

Jane reached to grip her head. She made a panicked sound. “Where’s Nihlus?” 
“See? I told you they did something to her.” 

Her eyes shot to the voice. To the human...the woman... Williams. 


Jane let her hand slide away from her hair. “Where am I?” she croaked. Her voice was deep 
and hoarse. 


Parts of the room were still fuzzy—the lights overhead too bright. She reached without 
thinking to press her palm to the crook of her elbow. Unaware of the pain until she touched it. 


She saw that scout, Alenko, take a step toward her. Making her bristle. She moved half a step 
back as her eyes darted to him. 


“Easy.” His hands came up again. “You’re safe here. You’re on an Alliance ship.” 
“With a human crew,” Williams cut in, brushing glass from her pants as she stood. 


She’d hit a cold case of medigel when Jane had thrown her. Her eyes searched the room 
briefly before recognizing the scarce details of what must’ve been a medbay. 


Anger spiked. Her attention zeroed in on Williams. “You shot my handler.” 


“Yeah. You’re welcome,” the officer said. “How long were you with those damn birds, 
anyway?” 


“Ashley.” Alenko threw her a look. A warning. When he glanced back at Jane, his dark eyes 
went swiftly to her arm. 


She followed his gaze. Saw the line of blood slicked across her forearm. And the IV line she 
must’ve yanked free, now laying on the floor. 


Her implant warmed as her biotics climbed. Bleeding. 


“It’s hard to control, isn’t it?” Alenko’s voice came back into focus. “I know what it’s like. 
Biotics like that don’t come naturally. It takes stress training. Did the turians—” 


“No,” she growled. 


Panic was growing. Climbing up into her throat. If they were separated would they know 
where to find her? Could she find them? And if she couldn’t... 


Her shoulders ached as she forced them to straighten. To face the officer and the scout head 
on. “Tell me where they are.” 


Nihlus had found her once. So had Garrus. And Saren... 


“Why the hell do you care? They held you captive,” Williams said. “Look at what they did to 
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you. 


She pointed a finger like a dagger to her own throat. Making Jane suddenly aware of the tight 
pull of gauze on her neck. She reached a hand. Felt the bandage now in place just beneath her 
jaw. Where Garrus had... 


There was something smeared across her hands, too. Like set medigel. Covering the fading 
scars left by...by Nihlus, driven desperate, clawing frantically at the collar on his neck. 


Things that’d never hurt before. Things that hurt like hell now. 


“T already called for Dr. Chakwas. She’ll be up in a second to give you something for the 
pain.” 


Alenko’s dark eyes were searching her. Reading her. His voice was low and soft. Jane’s focus 
shot to the door behind him. 


“Take me back,” she said. 
“What is wrong with you? No way.” 
Williams’ voice took an edge. Jane kept her eyes focused on Alenko. Locked in. 


“We’ll be on the Citadel in less than an hour,” the scout said. “You and officer Williams will 
have to give your account of everything that happened on Eden. After that, no one will try to 
stop you from leaving.” 


The Citadel. 

Nihlus had mentioned it. It’s where he wanted to take her. But how would she find him there? 
“Where’s my omni-tool?” She didn’t take her attention from the man in front of her. 
Williams made a hard scoff. Something Alenko ignored. 

“Tt had to be taken to be examined. After you touched the artifact, it could be compromised.” 
Jane’s hand curled into a fist. “It belongs to me—you can’t just take it.” 

It was a gift from Garrus. Not something she was ready to give up. 

“It was safer for my crew if I did,” Alenko said. 


“We’re not risking lives so you can call in those predators and give them our coordinates.” 
Williams was frowning. Looking at her warily. 


Jane’s attention zeroed in on her, eyes narrowed. “You say that like they don’t have them 
already.” 


“That’s enough, Williams.” Alenko shot her a look. 


Williams turned to face him. “Seriously? They have her brainwashed. We took a risk getting 
her on board—didn’t you see how hostile they were? They have one of your scouts!” 


“You shot my handler,” Jane said again, voice dipping, still and low. 


Officer Williams scoffed through her teeth. “If I’d known how badly they messed you up—I 
would’ve aimed for something more critical than a few wires.” 


The air bristled as her biotics spiked. 
“Williams, get out.” 


Alenko’s attention flickered back to Jane. For a moment no one spoke. The officer looked at 
him in surprise. Then chuffed. Her eyes darted briefly back to Jane. 


“Freak.” 
Jane didn’t flinch. Just kept her eyes on Alenko as he stood facing her. Both of them silent. 


The door hissed as the officer left. Opening again a second later for a woman in a white 
jumpsuit. 


“You're awake.” 
The woman didn’t hesitate, coming straight for her. Jane backed into the bedrail behind her. 
“Dr. Chakwas...” Alenko spoke. A warning. 


The doctor paused. Her eyes were already doing a cursory scan of Jane’s bandages. Zeroing 
in on the now missing IV in her arm. 


“Did she wake suddenly?” 


The doctor turned to look at Alenko. Those dark eyes were scanning her face again. It took 
her a moment to recognize what it was on his face when he did. To remember what it looked 
like on another human—not just a turian. She remembered seeing it on Nihlus when they’d 
first woken up in the cage together. 


Something focused. Like he wanted to help. 
“She... woke up screaming,” Alenko said. His voice was a little farther off. 


“Oh?” Dr. Chakwas looked back at her. “On intake your body temperature was a bit high. 
You also had an unusual amount of oxytocin in your lab results. Along with a few other 
proteins I have yet to recognize. And a trace amount of red sand. Were the turians who 
accompanied you providing you substances?” 


Jane stiffened. “No.” The word came out as a harsh rasp. 
Red sand. That must’ve been what Axia used to make her... 


“We should leave the questioning for the incident report,” Alenko said. Thankfully ending it 
there. “I?ll go find a broom for the glass.” 


He gave her a final look before he went. Leaving Jane alone with the doctor. Jane tracked her 
closely as she approached. 


“T’ll give you an alcohol wipe for the blood.” The doctor seemed more distracted with her 
work than with Jane. “Your clothing is through the storage door, there,” she didn’t turn her 
head as Chakwas pointed behind her. “I will make a follow up appointment for you at the 
hospital once we land. You should be monitored until the foreign proteins in your lab can be 
identified.” 


Jane made no expression. “And if I don’t want to be?” 


It should worry her. She knew that. Spending the last two years, living as a... “Pathetic! You 
would call yourself a slave?” 


But it didn’t surprise her. What they did to her...Something had to be wrong with her. At 
some point she’d learned to turn off the fear. To not care. A question she didn’t want to know 
the answer to. 


Even now. 


Dr. Chakwas held up one hand, gesturing with the other to have her sit back on the bed. As if 
in surrender. Jane gauged her cautiously before taking a seat. She saw the doctor move to 
examine one of her feet—now bloody from the glass across the floor. 


“Your body is adapting to something. Though I can’t be sure what. And I would have to ask 
you some probing questions to find out,” the doctor said. “Though the proteins do not appear 
to be harmful.” 


She studied the woman’s face. Serene and undisturbed by her own words. After a moment 
she spoke again. 


“They weren’t giving me anything,” Jane said. It was the only conversation she really cared 
to have. “And they didn’t keep me against my will. I was with them by choice.” 


The doctor didn’t look up from her work. 
“Kaidan informed me you were in the company of Spectre Saren Arterius before boarding.” 
Jane winced as Chakwas wiped the heel of her foot with an alcohol wipe. 


“Whether you were with him by choice, the human council will form their own opinions as to 
what he may, or may not have done to you. Be prepared.” 


Jane clenched her teeth, saying nothing. 


No one—no one /iving, save for the three turians on board their ship, knew how Jane had 
spent the last two years. Where she had been. What had been done to her. 


Landing on the Citadel, she would be a stranger. She could be anyone. From anywhere. She 
didn’t want to spend the rest of her life having people look at her the way Alenko did. 


But if it meant sacrificing the turians to keep it that way... she wouldn’t. She couldn’t. 
“T was with more than just Saren.” Jane turned to look out the window of the medbay. 


“Two others, correct?” Chakwas asked. She sensed the doctor stand and retrieve something— 
likely more medigel—from one of the cabinets on the wall. “I heard some of the crew 
mention a vigilante code name Archangel.” 


“Yeah,” Jane muttered. “Archangel, and Spectre Nihlus Kryik. We met on Noveria.” 


That seemed to stall the doctor. Jane’s attention moved to Chakwas beside the cabinet. She 
was standing still, hand hovering over something on the shelf. 


A long pause. 

“T see.” 

Jane wondered if she really did. It was an open enough statement. But enough. 
A beat passed before Chakwas brought a few items back to her on the bed. 


“Then may I suggest mentioning Spectre Kryik when you give your report. He is a popular 
figure on the Citadel. His good standing may hold weight—even with the Alliance.” 


Jane frowned. “And what about my word?” she said. “Doesn’t that matter?” 


“In the eyes of the council—no.” A second of consideration. Then an almost confident, “Not 
yet.” 


The door slid open a second later as Alenko entered the room. He was trailing in another 
officer with a broom, who began sweeping—but not before he caught a sight of Jane and did 
a double take. 


“Kaidan, this is an exam room. I don’t want marines coming in and out of here with no 
discretion,” Chakwas stood, setting an empty medi-gel packet on the table beside her. 
Blocking Jane from view. 


“Oh, I...” That seemed to catch Alenko off guard. He shot a look to Jane. Then to the marine 
behind him. “Of course. I apologize. But we need to get ready for docking. We’ve landed 
first-—” First?—"And I want to get her to Udina unseen as soon as possible.” 


“She should be taken to the hospital for deeper evaluation,” Chakwas replied. 


She watched Alenko consider something. Making an obvious attempt to keep his gaze on the 
doctor. “I’m on Captain’s orders. As long as she’s stable, I’ve been told to bring her straight 
to the Council.” 


His voice was strict, unmovable. 


“But...” Again, his dark eyes gravitated to her. Like an impulse. “The first second they let 
me, I swear to you, Ill escort you there myself.” 


Pity. 
That’s what that look was. 
Like she was something small. Something wounded. Something broken. 


“T don’t need it.” Jane’s voice was curt. She stood down from the edge of the bed. “Once I’m 
free to walk, I’m heading back to my crew.” 


She could feel both of them watching her as she went to gather her things. Her jumpsuit was 
still thankfully untouched. So were her boots. Part of her felt bare without her omni-tool. 


Something she intended to get back—with or without Alenko’s approval. 


He was waiting for her outside of the medbay once she was dressed. He made a few attempts 
to start casual conversations, “Where are you from?”, “How did you meet your crew?”’, 
things she didn’t answer as officer Williams followed them to the boarding ramp. 


“The Citadel can be a crowded place,” he told her once they were at the door. “Stick close to 
us and you won’t have anything to worry about.” 


He wasn’t lying. 


There was a crowd the second they emerged off the loading dock. Most didn’t pay them 
mind. Though the deeper they went into the Citadel, the more she caught the occasional 
glimpse, the few groups who would stop and give her a look that made her uneasy. 
Something Alenko didn’t miss, leaning in as they made their way onto the elevator to 
murmur quietly, “Almost there.” 


It earned them a few glances from the people lingering closest to the doors as they closed. 


He led her to a room on the upper level, sparing her anymore small talk. There were species 
here she wasn’t familiar with. People she’d only seen in textbooks and vids. Though she 
didn’t miss the turian who caught sight of her across the room—and didn’t look away. 


Alenko didn’t join her in the room when she entered. He hovered by the door, scanning her 
face with uncertainty as he told her, “Have a seat at the desk. They’ll be here soon,” leaving 
before she could protest. 


Jane waited for longer than she wanted to. Sitting sunk down in the chair across from the 
empty desk. Staring up at the poster hung in the empty space on the wall. 


Scout Jenkins had been right. 
They hadn’t wasted any damn time putting a logo on the picture. 


She bounced one leg impatiently, staring up at her face on the waxy surface of the poster, 
scratching a line in the wooden arm of the chair with her middle fingernail. 


They’d edited the color some. Making the blood on her upper lip more vibrant. And the fire 
behind her brighter than she remembered. The caption printed on the snow said Be the 
Reason Another One Lives with a bold Join Now stamped in the corner. 


It didn’t look real. She might’ve thought it was a movie poster—if she hadn’t been in it 
herself. 


A minute or so later the door slid open beside her. 


Jane didn’t turn her head, tracking the pair of men that came to stand in front of her on the 
other side of the desk. 


“Thank you for coming in on such short notice. I’m sure you must be very busy.” 


The man who spoke first took a seat across from her. He was wearing a white jumpsuit that 
looked more decorative than tactical. 


Jane’s fingers splayed to grip the arm of the chair. “I wasn’t given much of a choice,” she 
said. Her eyes moved to assess the other man standing beside him. Both were older than her. 
Though she could tell by his suit the second must’ve been military. 


“I’m not sure what you mean,” the first said. “Your actions on behalf of the Alliance on 
Noveria naturally require a closing report. As does your artifact discovery.” 


Jane stopped bouncing her leg as she looked at him. 
“What?” 


The man still standing shifted in place. “Councilman Udina 1s only pointing out that end 
reports are compulsory. We need your statement to close out the mission.” 


Jane frowned, sitting forward a little in her chair. “What mission?” Her voice was even and 
low. 


The man, Udina, didn’t bother looking at her. He was scrolling through a few documents on 
his desk. 


“The Alliance had been looking for Xilo Bah’ Hek for quite some time.” He double tapped 
something on his screen to bring it up. “You were acting in the interest of the Human Council 
when you neutralized his operations on Noveria. As well as your artifact discovery on Eden 
Prime. You’ve done good work for the Alliance. We only need your final report.” 


Good work for the Alliance. 


Her knuckles paled as she gripped the arm of the chair. “I don’t even know you.” Her voice 
took an edge. “I don’t work for the Alliance. Where the hell is my crew?” 


Her eyes moved to the man standing over the desk. He was watching her closely. Like he was 
trying to gauge her. Read her. 


“T wouldn’t know anything about your crew,” Udina said. “My only interest is your account 
of events on Noveria and Eden. And to have you sign here.” 


Jane looked down as Udina turned his reading tool to face her on the desk. Her eyes scanned 
the top of the document before stopping at the word Contract. She sat back in her seat with a 
scoff. 


“T’m not signing anything,” she told him. “If you want to know what happened you can take 
the account of my crew, too. What we did had nothing to do with the Human Council or the 


Alliance.” 


Councilman Udina held her gaze for a moment. A favor she returned. Silent as she stared at 
him, arm slung over the back of the chair. 


Whatever this was, some strong-arm technique to try and claim their work on Noveria, a 
shitty attempt to make her into an Alliance PR stunt—Jane didn’t care. She had no desire to 
do either of them any favors. 


Finally Udina made a sigh. He looked up at the man standing beside him. “Anderson, get her 
statement.” He smoothed the front of his suit as he stood from the desk. “Have her sign 
before she leaves. I have a press conference in a few minutes. I don’t have time for this.” 


Jane tracked the man as he retreated toward the door. The second he was gone her eyes 
switched back to the man at the desk. Anderson. 


He was looking down at the reading tool between them. 

“My apologies,” the man said. “Councilman Udina is just...doing what he thinks is best.” 
Jane didn’t speak, watching him take a seat across from her at the desk. 

“T just want to ask you a few questions about what happened. That’s all,” Anderson said. 


Her attention flashed to the reading tool as he slid it out of the way. He pulled a small visor 
from his breast pocket and set it down between them. It powered on with a press of his 
thumb. 


A camera. 
“Youre going to record me?” 


Something uneasy clawed its way up inside her. Anderson sighed. Though it sounded more to 
himself than to her. 


“Tt’s standard protocol. My higher-ups need your account. Not mine.” 
She was quiet as she studied the small camera in front of her. 


“Tl start with a couple of simple questions to get your background information. Where are 
you from?” 


Jane kept her posture, shoulders back, head up— “‘Keep your head up when you speak” — 
though she was suddenly aware of the shallow rise and fall of her chest. 


Dont say it. No part of her wanted to. After a moment of silence Anderson sat forward in his 
chair, resting his arms on the desk. 


“Okay,” he said quietly. “That’s okay. Can you tell me your name?” 


Her eyes grew distant, staring down at the camera. 

“What's your name, slave?”’ 

Nothing. No one. 

“Jane!” 

“Jane,” she said. Her eyes shifted to Anderson. 

Garrus’s voice came. Soft and warm, pressed against her in the freezing snow. “Shepherd...” 
“Jane Shepard.” 


Anderson was reading her closely. Though his expression was more open, not so hard as 
Udina’s. 


“Shepard, huh?” He sat back in his chair, hands on the desk. “That’s a good name. Alliance 
scanned your face on the vids for any positive ID, but couldn’t find one. It’s nice to finally 
meet you.” 


Jane said nothing. 


If she was lucky maybe it would stay that way. When she didn’t speak, Anderson took it as a 
cue to continue. 


“How were you able to track Xilo to Noveria?” he asked. 

Her jaw fluttered as she clenched her teeth. 

“We can make this as anonymous as you’d like. But the Council will want to know.” 

He’s going to find out, some small part of her warned. They’re going to know what you are. 
Jane’s eyes met his. When he spoke again, his voice was noticeably softer. 


“One of my scouts, Alenko, informed me you traveled with a group of turians. Your crew?” 
both a statement and a question. His attention shifted to the neck of her jumpsuit. To the 
small patch of gauze visible above the zipper. She felt the tape tighten as she swallowed. “He 
expressed some...concerns. That they might have been keeping you against your will.” 


They're going to know what you are. 

Jane sat forward with a hushed growl, “I’m not a—” 

The door to the room slid open before she could finish. 

“Typical human posturing. Sticking your noses where they don’t belong." 


His voice was like a hand on the back of her neck. A commanding grip. Deep and harsh as it 
approached. 


"You're like varrens at the first scent of blood.” 
Jane turned to watch him come. 


“Spectre Arterius," Anderson sounded less than pleased. "This is a restricted area. I am under 
orders from Councilman Udina to conduct her questioning.” 


She saw Anderson’s hands ball into fists, though he made no move to rise. 


Saren rumbled, coming to stand in front of her, between her and the desk. His talons were 
unfurled and open at his sides. An aggressive posture. One Anderson didn’t seem to miss. 


“Any information the human provides is restricted to me,” Saren’s voice was sharp. A deep 
cut—-straight for the throat. “Your token speaker Udina has no authority over the voice of the 
true Council.” 


Anderson visibly tensed. “Udina is the true Coun—” 
“She is to be released into my custody.” 


Short and cold. Utterly dismissive. It seemed to bite right into Anderson's sore spot. Like 
Saren knew exactly how to dig in. 


“Jane Shepard is not a member of the Spectres," Anderson said. "You can’t—” 


“The human is my asset." Saren was making a game of cutting him off. "She operates under 
no authority.” She saw his bicep jump as the Spectre closed one hand into a fist. His 
shoulders eased back, poised and militant as he cocked his head. A challenge. 


“Spectre assets are classified," he said to Anderson. "They are nameless for a reason. A fact I 
am sure you would know—had your meager attempt at the rank been anything but a failure.” 


Anderson stood from his chair. Saren didn’t flinch. Making a low purr—a laugh. 


He took a step closer to the desk. A bold posture. The Spectre inhaled. Showcasing the 
muscle of his chest, drawing Anderson's gaze. 


She heard his talons scrape along the surface of the desk. Anderson looked down—but not 
fast enough. Saren’s clawed hand now rested over the visor he’d set between them. Caging 
the camera beneath his scaled palm. 


“Use her face on your posters all you would like," he rasped. 


The wire of his bicep flexed as Saren pushed down on the visor—crushing the camera in one 
easy gesture. His eyes stayed on Anderson for a moment. Thrumming. A sound she had never 
heard from Saren before. 


“She will never be yours." 


The room was silent. Anderson kept his eyes on Saren for a long moment. It surprised her 
when he said nothing. Finally his attention shifted back to her. 


“The Council will be in contact if we have any further questions,” he said. 


Saren growled—a hard sound. “No doubt,” he said, turning to face her, dismissing Anderson 
entirely. 


His eyes went to her before moving to the door. “Human.” 


A command. Jane looked back at Anderson before pushing out of her chair and following 
Saren through the door. 


He said nothing as he led her away—diverting from whatever commotion was happening 
back in the lobby. 


He took her left down the dim hallway, empty except for them, disappearing a moment later 
around a corner up ahead. When Jane followed, she realized he’d led her to a dead end. 


Before she could even hesitate he’d taken her by the shoulder and pushed her back against 
the wall. 


Hard but not painful. 


His hand stayed as he came to stand over her, squeezing, his massive chest rising and falling 
a little faster than it should have. 


His gun metal eyes scanned her face. 


Without warning he leaned down. His breath met her temple. The skim of his nose in her hair 
with a light inhale. Sniffing her. 


She heard him growl. 

“You smell like that scout.” 

His voice was deep and harsh. His talons squeezed a little tighter. 
“Did he touch you?” 

Jane frowned, looking up at him as Saren pulled away. 

“No,” she said firmly. 


Her attention shifted down. She could see the vague outline of a bandage on his chest beneath 
his jumpsuit. 


“Does it hurt?” 


Saren caught her hand as she reached for it. Eerily silent as he stared down at her. Gaze hard 
at first. Then, distant. 


“T don’t feel anything,” he said. 


He pulled away from her. She could hear the sound of the commotion in the lobby. The 
chatter of voices and the rapid flash of several cameras. 


Saren watched her for a few seconds before ducking his head, turning to look back in the 
direction of the sounds. 


“Go,” he said harshly. “They’re waiting for you.” 
Jane stood slowly away from the wall. She didn’t look away from him. 
“What did you mean?” she said, “With Anderson—you called me your asset. Why?” 


Saren clicked, looking back at her. His steel eyes were unreadable. Her attention flickered to 
the muscle of his shoulders as he stood a little taller. She heard him growl. 


“T’ll find you again soon,” he told her. 
And that was all he said. 


She watched him as he left, pausing before he disappeared around the corner, though he 
didn’t turn back. 


“Stay away from the Alliance.” His voice was low. Not so hard now. “A rouge human biotic 
makes them look bad. They only want to take credit for your achievements.” He turned his 
head. Giving her a flash of his profile in the dim light. “You hold the upper hand.” 


She was left alone then. Listening to the crowd down the hall, wondering if he meant it. If he 
would really find her. 


Though some part of her, a very large, strong part, knew, that he always would. 


She didn’t see him as she made her way back down the hall. Though she saw the source of 
the commotion the moment she passed Udina’s door. 


People swarmed the lobby, lights and cameras, several news crews standing near the front of 
the elevators. She could see Udina pushed off to the side. Standing just out of shot. Clearly 
unhappy. 


The focus of the room seemed to be on one thing. Standing just outside the doors of the lift, 
with Garrus beside him—the sniper clearly uneasy with the crowd. 


“Nihlus.” 
Just the sight of him gripped her. 


Nothing else mattered when she saw him. Not the sudden interest of the journalist. Not the 
added flash of the cameras as she came toward them. Not the crowd. 


Nihlus ducked his head the second she said his name. His green eyes were sharp, honed in 
and focused. On edge. Though they softened when they found her. 


“Shepard...” 


Garrus was coming toward her first. Nihlus abandoning the line of mics and recorders to 
follow. 


“Spirits, human. What were you thinking?” 


There were questions being shouted at them as Nihlus snagged her first with his reach. He 
pulled her in. She could feel the heat of his body through his jumpsuit. The light flex of his 
muscles as he squeezed. Then the gentle card of Vakarian’s talons in her hair. 


“T don't like this,” Garrus said. His voice was hard to hear over the rapid shutter of lenses and 
chatter. “Let’s lose these cameras.” 


Nihlus's breath was warm as he leaned in, murmuring, "Come with me." A gesture that 
earned them another round of camera shutters and lights. "I'm taking you home," he said. 


Home. 


She got a view of the lobby as Garrus drew her forward toward the elevators. She saw a flash 
of Udina, nonplussed to be shoved aside. Anderson standing just behind him. And even 
farther, in the dim light of the hall; Saren. A specter in the crowd. Watching her go. 


Chapter End Notes 


Thank you for everyone's input on the last chapter. Trust me >;) 


Family 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


He watched her face in the city lights. 
Soft halos of blue and red through the large window beside the bed. 


It made the constellation of speckles across her nose and cheeks more vibrant, more vast, 
than in the shadows of the bedroom. 


It was late. Her green eyes were heavy as they roamed the night skyline behind him. A 
moment went by and he felt her tension ease. A small huff as she let out a breath. Her head 
rested softly on his bicep, curling in against his chest. Making it impossible not to purr. 


“You should try to sleep.” 
Her voice was a low trill. With the same deepness he liked so much. 


“T will when you do,” he said softly. His talons came to run through her hair, cradling her 
head to his chest. He could feel her breath, warm, against his carapace. 


“T think P’ll be up for a while. I...I1’m not used to this.” 


He didn’t need to ask. He could feel it for himself. How hard it was to lie in a bed. 
Somewhere quiet and safe. Somewhere normal. 


There was nothing to worry about here. A feeling that, to him, had always felt...foreign. 


The house was too quiet. One of the reasons he only used it as a landing pad during his 
Council briefings. 


Silence was a precursor. A moment of hesitation when it mattered most. The quick pause 
while your enemy reloaded on the battlefield. 


The sound of it left him on edge. 
He could only imagine how it must’ve felt to her. 
“T spent a lot of time in the quiet,” Jane said. Her voice was low, farther off. 


He waited but she said no more. Only curled in a little tighter as he purred for her, stroking 
her hair. 


Vakarian made a quiet huff beside her on the bed. He was sleeping, something Nihlus didn’t 
plan to disturb. 


The kid needed rest. 


Nihlus had caught him using stims en route to the Citadel, the few nights they’d been apart 
from the human. Staying up late, talons working swiftly over his omni-tool, only to crash for 
an hour or two beside him on the bunk before day cycle. 


Seeing it for himself made him felt guilty. The pup seemed all too familiar with the pop of the 
stim cap and the quick sting, hardly wincing, to be new at it. And Nihlus had been too 
wrapped up in himself to notice. 


Had he picked the habit up on Arterius’s ship? Or with Axia? 


Nihlus had kicked the habit once himself—back when he was a shit kid. He fully planned to 
help Garrus do the same. 


“Tomorrow I’ll be expected to report to the Council,” he rumbled softly. 
There was no mistaking the way Jane stiffened, breathing a little shallower at the mention. 


“Garrus will stay with you,” he told her. “He can take you to the shops for anything you 
need." 


He didn't know what basic supplies a human female should have. Though he knew she didn't 
have them. He figured some civilian clothes, at the very least, might not attract so many 
cameras. 


"The kitchen is empty. So you'll also need food." 
The only thing in there currently was liquor. A fact he didn’t care to admit. 
“T’ll leave the car so you can come and go whenever you'd like.” 


He’d already added her print to the house security check. The first moment they’d arrived. 
Taking her soft hand in his and pressing it to the keypad, standing behind her as it scanned. 


“Put your hand on this screen and you can open any door in the house.”’ 


An open invitation. 


He didn’t want to pressure her. Wherever she wanted to be, with whoever, with or without 
him, she’d have it. He wanted her to know that. 


“Will you tell them what happened to us on Noveria?” she said. 
Nihlus paused. He could smell her stress. Making him trill—an instinct he didn’t fight. 
“Our time on Noveria will be classified." 


A promise. One he'd fight to keep. No matter how much he wished it'd been him. Had been 
anyone else. 


“Spectre Arterius has already informed me he plans to claim you as an asset,” he said. 
Informed was an understatement. 

He'd nearly killed Saren when he'd said it. 

Nihlus hated the plan. Hated any plan that kept Saren anywhere near her. 


“T don’t like it. But it can protect you," he clamped down on the growl that threatened. "The 
Council won’t have to know anything, if or until you’d like to tell them yourself.” 


His voice softened near the end and he bowed his head, pressing his mouth to the top of her 
hair. 


“Whatever you want, Jane. I’m with you all the way.” 
It was like fire in his blood. 

He meant every word. 

“So I belong to Saren now?” 

Her voice hardened. 


“No.” His talons curled a little in her hair. “You don’t belong to anyone or anything. If 
anyone tries to claim otherwise—tell them to come find me.” 


He'd make damn sure they didn’t make the same mistake twice. 


She pulled back, her tired eyes finding his in the light of the window. His voice grew tender. 
“Alright?” 


She nodded, barely detectable as she studied him beside her on the pillows. Cautious, but 
trusting. 


She trusted him. 
It made some internal part of him squeeze. 
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“He’s trained you. Sponsored you. You have no paper trail, and he plans to keep it that way. 
Which means any information on you is classified. Untouchable.” 


A fucking bold move, given the human Council’s interest. It locked Arterius right into a 
strong-arm match against the Alliance. But when did Saren not love a good spar? Any 
chance to show prowess against a high-ranking human. Typical. 


He let the side of his talon brush along that soft glowing line on the hairline of her temple. 
Courtesy of Saren’s sponsorship. 


Nihlus growled softly. A sound he couldn’t swallow. 
“If I could have, I would've done it myself." 


Nihlus didn’t have the stopping power Arterius had when it came to the Alliance. Not when 
half of the Council still saw him as a kid with a gun. And Saren was no stranger to a political 
dogfight. 


He clicked at himself in irritation. He should’ve been better prepared. 


Nihlus felt the sudden warmth of Jane’s leg pushing between his. Her thigh rode up. Coming 
in dangerous proximity to his plates. He made a low purr. 


“Will we have to stay here long?” she asked. 


The question made something in him squeeze again. His chest rose with a low inhale. 
Scenting her spike in warmth. A want. 


Her eyes fell to his shoulder, roaming lower—admiring him. Making his purr deepen. 


He let his thumb come to stroke a line down her lower mouth part. That soft, pink skin. So 
supple to touch. 


“You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to,” his voice was low and hushed between 
them. 


It would be smarter for her to stay—long enough to let any controversy die down. To let her 
explore the Citadel, and get a better grasp on what she might truly want. But he wouldn’t 
make her do anything she didn’t want to. 


Not ever. 
She’d had enough of that for more than one lifetime. 


“Good,” her voice took that low quality. A sound he...spirits, a sound he loved. “I don’t want 
to play political theatre. I want to get back on the ship. I know Xilo’s not the only slaver out 
there. There are other people who could use our help.” 


Help. 
And there it was. 
That first spark of something. 


A drive. More than impulse or instinct. Deeper than a need. Just a part of who she was. Of 
who he was. He’d seen it in Vakarian, too. Though it hurt now, to remember when he’d seen 
it Saren. 


It wasn’t something that could be learned. Not truly. It had to come from your blood. 
Something sunk in deep, a hard, merciless bite. 


Help. Do the right thing. Bite back. 
Spirits, and there it was. In her. His female. 


She slipped closer to him across the sheets. Pressed her warm, soft body to his and brought 
their mouths together. 


“Jane...” 


Her taste, her touch, overwhelmed him in an instant. Drawing him down farther into that 
feeling. Limitless heat and warmth. 


Bonded. 


She said his name as he took her by the waist, pushing her onto her back to come over her. 
Bringing the scent of the other male beside her sharply into focus. 


Nihlus rumbled. Her heated thigh snaked along the contour of his hip, pulling him abruptly 
against her—his plates to her naked, silk skin. A command. 


“Don’t wake him,” she said, voice low. An order. “He needs to sleep.” 


Nihlus huffed, ducking his head to draw a breath against the warm skin of her throat. “He’ll 
smell you,” his pitched dropped, matching the dark, ““You’re warm for us. He can’t ignore it.” 


His hand slid up her waist, following that tight little curve that led up to her chest. She 
exhaled in a rush when the talon of his thumb brushed the sensitive peak she seemed to like 
so much. When he cupped the full, supple skin in his hand, she arched. 


“Tt’s instinct.” He nuzzled the side of her face, turning it against the pillow, so she could look 
at Vakarian for herself. 


His blue eyes were open, watching her in the dark. 


He tracked Nihlus’s hand as it squeezed, moved back to grip her waist, hearing him rumble 
quietly as ran his mouth along the side of her throat. 


The skin grew warmer there. So responsive to his touch. 

“Do you like it when he watches you?” Nihlus purred. 

He could scent her pleasure. Her want. When she answered with a low, throaty, “Yes”, Nihlus 
slid his arm around her waist, brought her back against him with ease, turning her to face 
Vakarian. 


Giving his female what she wanted. 


Garrus didn’t need to be told. 


Nihlus watched his talons rake back across the bed, the subtle flex of his bicep as he sat up, 
turning to face her in return. It moved the thin sheet down the contour of his waist. Revealing 
his hip, the toned muscle of his narrow stomach—a deadly sight. 


“Pet her,” Vakarian rasped. His voice that deep, still rumble. “She’s in need.” 


His blue eyes were dilated in the dark. Nihlus nuzzled her hair, let his tongue race down to 
taste his faded mark on her neck—and Vakarian’s, just above it. 


A few more days and they’d be gone entirely. Nihlus could control himself without it. But he 
knew Garrus would struggle, wouldn’t be able to hold back until he marked her again. 


They had to be more careful with her. 


He heard Vakarian’s soft growl as Nihlus ran his tongue along the faded red lines. So sweet to 
taste. 


“Tell me what you want, female.” Nihlus spoke low in her ear. There was pressure behind his 
plates. Growing heat as her fiery scent spiked on the air. He slid his hand down from her hip, 
running across her stomach, moving lower... “You’re wet.” A soft rasp. “Let me ease you.” 


Jane gave a soft curse. He felt her back arch against him as he ran the back of his talon down 
between her legs. A precise touch. Exactly where she loved it most. 


“Like that,” she told him. “Go slow. Its...” she exhaled in a sudden rush. “Perfect.” 


Her voice was breathy. Needing. Nihlus purred to her as he stroked his talon, beckoning more 
wetness from her, eyes flashing to Vakarian, who was watching him touch her with sniper 
focus. 


He could already see him, hard and full for her beneath the sheets. His blue eyes flickered to 
him, his hand moving down, pushing the covers past his hip, making Nihlus hiss. An instinct. 


Nihlus couldn’t fight it. He felt the sudden, rushing pleasure of his cock, already slick for her, 
surging to press against the back of her thigh—so soft and warm. She made that low, wanting 
sound when she felt it. 


“Nihlus.” 


Garrus gripped himself, stroking once as she watched him. His head raised—not much, but 
enough, showing her the soft muted gold of his throat. That pretty flash of color. 


“She’s so slick,” Garrus rasped quietly. “I can see it. Spirits, Jane, you feel so good when 
you’re wet. You can take so much of me.” 


He slid his hand halfway down his heavy cock, like he was showing her. Reminding her how 
deep he was the last time he was inside. 


Nihlus felt instinct flare. His arm flexed as he pulled her closer. He could feel the fire of his 
own breath against the side of her hair when he spoke. 


“Do you want my tongue?” 


His tongue could pet her and fill her at once. Make her arch, head back, throat bare as her 
eyes turned white with pleasure. She liked both at once. 


Her dexterous fingers moved down to brush the sensitive head of his erection—pressed 
painfully against the back of her thigh. 


“No. This...” she panted. “Like this.” 


Nihlus huffed, feeling his cock jump at her touch, unable to stifle a trill as she brought it 
between her legs. Pressed tight against her wet heat. 


Garrus made a keen. He moved his hand down to the base of his cock, squeezing as his knot 
slipped free. 


“T can feel her heat from here.” 
His blue eyes were engorged, nearly matching the dark. 


Nihlus rumbled. His hand slid back to her hip as he rocked against her, into the tight grip of 
her hand. She was so wet—so slick it was easy to run himself between her thighs. Against 
her hot, needing entrance, so ready to take him. 


She turned her face into the pillow with a moan. “You feel so good.” 


Nihlus rose over her more, eyes flashing to Vakarian, and began fucking down against their 
female with more vigor. 


Her back bowed under him as she gripped the bed sheets with a fist. 


Garrus purred. “She loves it.”” He moved his hand slowly up his now dripping erection. 
Drawing her eyes to him, growing harder as he worked himself for her pleasure. 


The sight made Nihlus growl. Made his thoughts sharpen as need bit down, dug in. He felt 
his cock grow heavier in her hand. 


“Human.” 


She was squeezing him so well. Marking him with her slickness. Writhing under him, warm 
and swallowed in her own pleasure. His tongue raced out to test the dampness to her skin. 
Following the sharp curve of her jaw. Tasting himself on her neck. 


His tongue lulled out farther. Breathing in the scent of her. Aching to breach her. He wanted 
to feel her heat for himself. 


“Female...” 


She made a husky sound as his hand slid up to cup the soft, full curve of her chest. Her eyes 
were on Garrus as he watched her, braced on his forearm, showcasing the bare muscle of his 


shoulder, of his broad chest, in that way their female loved. 


Her attention made Vakarian huff. Made his hand move faster as more seed ran down his 
already full cock. He wouldn’t last much longer. He needed her. And that sudden flash of 
heat, the bow of her back, pressing her soft backside against his plates as Nihlus fucked 
against her, told him she was ready. 


Nihlus skimmed his mouth along her warm shoulder. “He’s ready for you, female. He won’t 
last—let him fill you. He needs it.” 


Jane gave a wavering exhale. The sleek muscle of her arm grew taut as she gripped the 
sheets. 


“Garrus.” A choked sound. Filled with want. 


Garrus released himself and slid forward to her across the bed. Nihlus rolled them onto their 
sides, drawing her legs apart with his thigh. Opening her for him. 


His hand slid gently up to Jane’s throat. Making her head recline against his chest. 
“Offer your throat, human," Nihlus told her. "Show him what he’s marked. He’ll be gentle.” 


Jane made a collapsing sob of pleasure. Making Nihlus suck in a breath, nearly...spirits... 
nearly spending himself against the inside of her thigh the second her climax hit. He was 
aching to feel it for himself. 


He felt the hot, agonizing skim of Vakarian’s slick erection against his own as he hilted 
between her legs. The pup's hand gripped her waist, squeezing with his talons, rasping her 
name as he moved in to bury his face in her neck. Garrus shuddered as he inhaled. His hand 
moved urgently down between his legs to grip his knot as he keened, trying desperately not to 
push all the way in. 


Jane cried out the second he breached her. He felt hot seed rush out as Garrus fucked into her 
eagerly. Already filling her. 


“Spirits, your body squeezes me for it,” Garrus rasped. “It wants it.” 


She was strained, shaking between them, mounting on her second climax as Vakarian 
continued to thrust into her, panting against her bare throat. 


The muscle of his bicep flexed as he gripped the heavy base of his cock. 


“She’s close again, Kryik. You should feel it,” his words were a dry rattle. Struggling. 
Controlled. “She needs more.” 


“Pull out,” Nihlus commanded. He wouldn’t keep her waiting. 


He was aching to feel her heat for himself. 


Garrus huffed as Nihlus gripped him by the waist. He felt the wet, hot skim of his unsheathed 
cock as he pulled out, making Nihlus growl, grip Garrus harder, pushing him away as he 
hilted into their female with urgency. 


Her inside was soft. Blindingly hot and slick with Garrus’s spent come. 
He thrust into her once, twice, snarling softly as he rolled her onto her belly. 
“Spirits, Nihlus, are you...” 


Jane’s waist left the bed as she arched, feeling his knot threaten to breach her, offering herself 
to let it. Accepting him. 


His hand met the mattress. Pulled at the sheets as he snarled. It was like death and heaven. He 
pushed himself all the way inside of her. Felt his cock jerk, pulled in by the rapid flutter of 
her next orgasm, making her collapse under him with desperate, gasping moans. 


Nihlus held her there, arm around her waist, panting against the nape of her neck as he 
continued to come. It didn’t stop. He could feel her heart between her shoulders. Pressed to 
his chest. 


The taste of himself, of Garrus, was on his tongue with every breath. The heady scent of the 
other male beside them on the bed—keening as he watched. 


“They don’t show that in the vids...” Garrus muttered. 


He liked the sight—Nihlus could scent it. His blue eyes lingered on where they were joined. 
On the way Nihlus continued to fuck against her, panting in pleasure, feeling the frantic pulse 
of his cock seated deep inside her. All the way. Filling their female with his come. 


Jane said his name, drawing Garrus back to her. He made a soft purr. Eyes dialing in. So 
easily lured. He laid beside her on the pillows as Nihlus curled around her from behind. Still 
seated inside of her. 


Their female. 
Safe and warm with them. 
He wouldn’t have it any other way. 
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She woke to Garrus wrapped around her, legs tangled with hers in the sheets. The weight of 
his bicep rested heavy on the slope of her waist. An obvious sign he was out cold. 


Her back arched a little as she stretched. The empty bed beside her told her that Nihlus had 
already left. 


There was water on the nightstand, and the curtains had been drawn to block out the sun. But, 
most importantly, was the familiar outline of her omni-tool, laying beside her on the pillow. 


Jane reached for it. Only to feel the massive rise and fall of Garrus’s chest as he rumbled, 
buried his face against the back of her neck, inhaling her scent. 


“You smell good.” 


His voice was low and groggy in the way she liked. He slid his hand across her belly, arm 
wrapping around her waist as he rolled over her a little, squashing her under him with a 
sleepy huff. 


Jane laughed. 
She felt his muscles tune at the sound. Perking. Like it surprised him—like he liked it. 
“That good?” she asked. 


The evidence of his approval was pressed between them. Warm and waiting against her thigh. 
He gave her a teasing trill. 


“Even better,” he said. 
That voice. 


It sent a flash of heat through her. Something he immediately sensed. Answering with a purr. 
Jane rolled over to look up at him. His blue eyes glittered in the stray morning light through 
the curtains. 


“How good?” her voice dropped low. 


Garrus cocked his head. His light purr dipped into a low rumble. He bowed over her, pressing 
his mouth to hers, moving to skim his good mandible softly along her cheek. 


“Want to find out, Shepard?” His voice was deep and smooth in her ear. 


He loved it. She knew he did, by how often he seemed to want to do it. She rolled fully onto 
her back, arching her legs up to invite him in. His head was down between her thighs before 
she could speak. 


“Garrus...” 
A sound that made him trill. 


His tongue was heated and soft. Running instantly down where she wanted it most. Finding 
that perfect spot. 


The way it writhed against her, pulsing and sliding as he purred, had her head rolled back on 
the pillows in a matter of seconds. 


She loved the feeling of his breath, warm and damp against her skin. The way his arm slid 
up, hand gripping her thigh. The other moved, using his reach to cup her breast, touching 
like she wasn’t the only one who enjoyed it. 


And he did. She could see the evidence for herself. His cock was heavy and stiff, growing 
slicker as he licked, pawed softly at her breast, purring. 


“They dont show that on the vids.”’ 


She wondered which ones he must’ve watched. Though it wasn’t a real question. Not with 
how well he touched her. How much he liked to squeeze and feel her breasts, making him 
keen when she moaned. Despite how hard he was he didn’t reach down to grip himself. She 
knew he wouldn’t. Not until she told him to. 


Like he liked being told. 


Jane pushed off the mattress and rolled over him. Garrus didn’t fight. Letting her pin him, 
fringe resting off the edge of the bed. The second she was on top of him he was reaching for 
her eagerly, pulling her back down onto his mouth as his tongue snaked out. Arched and push 
in. 


He knew how she wanted it. How she loved it. And he was starved to give it to her. 


Jane rode the hungry, waving movement of his tongue close to climax before buckling 
forward, gripping his fringe harder as she said hoarsely, “I’m close, make yourself come”. 


She liked the way he bucked under her when he did it. The way he gripped himself, jerking 
with need made her thoughts grow hazy. 


Her thighs squeezed to keep him pinned. Watching the impressive flex of his shoulder as he 
stroked himself, his tongue laving at her like he needed it. Like he was starving. 


It was different without Nihlus there to hold her. To fuck between her legs from behind as 
Garrus licked at them both. Hearing them trill to each other. Soft growls and gentle tugs to 
pull her closer. 


There was no fight in Garrus now. 


He only purred, arched up as he thrust into his hand, the sniper precision of his tongue never 
once losing focus. 


His massive chest rose, stilled. She heard him keen. Saw the jump of his bicep. Followed by 
the telltale buck of his hips as he came, panting against her. 


The second her climax hit she collapsed. Garrus caught her, holding her up, one hand 
gripping her waist as he continued to lick at her softly until her thighs relaxed, releasing him. 


She missed the heat of his tongue the second it was gone. 


For a moment neither of them moved. Panting. Her grip relaxed on his fringe. She looked 
down at him, caged beneath her on the bed. 


“That good, Vakarian?” 


The corner of her mouth lifted wryly. Something his blue eyes seemed to take in. Roaming 
her face with an open sort of expression. 


“You have no idea,” he rumbled. 
She laughed softly, turning to search for something on the bed to clean him off. 


“Don’t worry about it.” Garrus shifted her easily to straddle him as he sat up. “I'll start the 
shower. We should go out to get supplies today.” 


His hand moved across the small of her back as he pressed his forehead to hers. “I doubt 
Kryik has more than liquor in his fridge.” 


His voice was dry. Amused. She watched him climb off the bed and retreat toward the 
bathroom beyond the private sitting area. 


Like everything else in the house, the bedroom was large, and much nicer than Jane was used 
to. She sat back on her heels when the door shut, turning to snag her omni-tool off the 
pillows. 


It didn’t appear to be any worse for wear. It was on when she moved to check the screen. 
Showing a pair of unread messages in her inbox. Jane selected the first when she saw it, 
recognizing the name in the address bar: ‘kalenko’. 


Her thumb scrolled up on the holo-screen. The message inside was short but not brief. 


“Captain Anderson cleared me to return your tool. I had to hand it off to Spectre Kryik. The 
other one wouldnt talk to me. Nice guy. 


I wanted to apologize for taking it—our tech scanner found no compromising issues. 
Anderson wanted you to have a way to reach out, if you ever needed. Drop me a line if you 
do. I’d be happy just to show you around the Citadel. 


-Alenko.” 


Jane frowned. Her thumb hovered over the reply tab as she heard the spray of the shower 
head start through the bathroom door. After a second, she hit it, typing out a brief, “Got it. 
Thanks.”’, before sending it off. 


Radio silence wouldn’t help prove her point. No use in making the scout any more suspicious 
than he already was. 


She backed out to see the other message was from Nihlus. 


“Didn t want to wake you this morning. Ran into that scout after my report. He gave me your 
tool, figured I'd run it back to you, so you’d have it for the day. 


It seems secure. But have Vakarian check it before you use it too much. Wouldnt put it above 
the Alliance to try and sneak in a tap. 


My briefing with Sparatus went well enough. I'll address the full Council after lunch. If 
everything goes smoothly I'll be done by 1600. 


Medigel in the washroom if you need it. 
Please drink water. 


Be back soon.’ 


Her tool pinged as another message came up on screen. Alenko’s address flashed in her inbox 
with a cropped message. 


“T....may have given Chakwas your email. Sorry in advance...’ 


The next two pings were from the doctor. With the subject lines ‘Patient Portal’ and 
‘Scheduled Appointment’. 


Jane turned off the screen and tossed the tool onto the bed. 
“Checking fan mail?” Garrus’s low voice appeared in the doorway. 
Jane scoffed, catching his gaze. “What fans?” she said. 


He came to stand in front of her at the edge of the bed, shoulders eased back and poised, 
cocking his head. A playful, open sort of posture. 


"Being modest? That’s charming,” he purred. “But I’d say over half the questions those 
journalists yelled at Nihlus yesterday had to do with you. When’d you get your omni-tool 
back?” 


She rose up on her knees. ““Nihlus dropped it by. Said he didn’t want to wake us.” 
His arm came around to snare her by the waist. Taking some of her weight. 


“More of you for myself,” he rumbled, stepping closer. His blue eyes were sharp and focused 
on her. He tucked a razor talon beneath her chin. “Maybe we should skip the supply run. 
Spend the day in bed.” 


The way his voice dropped made her face warm. Something he seemed to sense. And enjoy. 


“Don’t turians ever get tired?” she asked, feeling Garrus follow her into the bathroom, 
already warm with steam. 


She heard him trill. “Turian culture is survival of the fittest,” his voice was cocky, smooth. 
“The fittest don’t get tired, human.” 


Jane laughed. She turned to grab his hand, pulling him with her under the rain of hot water. 
“Bravado,” she raised an eyebrow. “Charming.” 


They spent a fair amount of time together under the exquisite water pressure that was 
Nihlus’s shower. Garrus was eager to wash her—a habit he seemed to enjoy since it started 
on the ship. Once they were both clean he left her under the warm water to grab her jumpsuit 
from the clean laundry reciprocal. 


She didn’t miss the way those blue eyes lingered on her as they got dressed. Nor the way they 
skimmed over the mirror, avoiding his reflection when she moved to stand in front of it. 


“Garrus.” 


His gaze went to hers in the fogged glass. She turned to face him, jumpsuit still hanging at his 
narrow waist. He rumbled when her hand came to rest over the sling on his hurt mandible. 


She didn’t say anything. Nothing she said would likely make a difference. Instead she rose 
up, hand on his cowl, pressing her mouth to the rough, scarred plate just above the bandage. 


Garrus rumbled. A low purr. 


“Solus said I should get it checked once we made it to the Citadel,” he said quietly. His talons 
came to card through her hair, ducking his head to press his brow to hers. A soft gesture. “To 
see if I can still use the mandible.” 


“You should go,” she said. 
Garrus was silent. 
Not a formal no. But enough. Jane looked down at her hand on his chest. 


“The doctor on the Alliance ship scheduled a follow-up for me at the hospital.” Not a 
confession she wanted to make. But ifit got him there, “I'll go if you go.” 


His silence lingered for a second. Followed by a sarcastic, not-so-serious click. A sound 
Nihlus had made her familiar with. 


“Blackmail.” Garrus pulled away to look down at her—some of the sharpness returning to his 
gaze. “You play dirty, Shepard.” 


She tilted her face to look up at them. “What can I say, Garrus?” She liked the way his eyes 
roamed her face when she smiled. Just a half turn of her mouth. Drawing his attention. “I 
play to win.” 


She was glad Nihlus had left his car. Navigating the Citadel was a hassle, even with easy 
travel. 


She trusted Garrus to enter the coordinates before the car cruised easily into traffic. He was 
antsy once they left the apartment—she could see it. Crowds seemed to make him uneasy. 


He followed at her shoulder as they made their way through the main hub of the Citadel, 
quiet all the while. She didn’t miss the way his blue eyes tracked strangers that passed—too 
close, too unpredictable for his comfort. 


She knew it was Axia. That a few years as a slaver’s trained muscle had left him on edge— 
always ready for a fight. Kill or be killed. She’d seen that cold, steeled look on his face 
before. Unflinching as the asari stuck the cattle prod to his unplated side. 


“Dog, attack!” 
“Garrus.” 


Jane pulled him to a stop beside a kiosk. His eyes had zeroed in on a krogan walking not far 
ahead of them. She saw his pupils flex at the sound of his name. 


They had stopped a few places, picked up a few things, though it was difficult for her to tell 
exactly which stores sold what. And Garrus seemed more focused on the occasional stranger 
that bumped shoulders with her than on offering any sort of navigation. 


Garrus ducked his head with a soft rumble. Turning to look down at her. 
“Are you sure you have enough credits for this?” she asked. 


He was eerily quiet for a moment as he studied at her. Mandible pulled in tight to his face. 
She saw him inhale a breath he didn’t release. When he did, it seemed to ease some of his 
posture. 


“Axia has more than enough credits for the both of us.” His shoulders lowered a little, turning 
to stand over her. His blue eyes regained some of their softness. “If you’d rather use your 
own, you can. You should have more than enough. I’m sure Helix pays well.” 


Jane frowned. She became aware of a few people watching them, seated near a fountain 
several paces away. And a few more lingering near the elevators. “Helix?” 


Garrus shifted closer. He reached, taking her arm gently to bring her omni-tool between them. 
His blue eyes hovered over her holo-screen as he queued it up. “Check your credits. If 
Arterius backed you, you should have a steady line coming from his sponsorships. He’s got 
money in—spirits, that’s what tech money looks like?” 


Shit, that was a lot of zeros. 
“No wonder Kryik didn’t fight his endorsement.” 


Jane shot a look up at him. Garrus clicked. A wry laugh. His posture had relaxed, eyes honed 
and focused on her. Like she was the only thing in the room. “You should’ve seen him en 
route to the Citadel. I thought Kryik was going to lose it the second Saren called you an 
asset.” 


He let her arm go, taking a step closer to her. Still with that same smile in his eyes. 


“Rogue-human Scorpio, flashing creds like a Spectre. I didn’t know I was shopping with a 
high roller.” His voice was that dry, rough purr. “Maybe I should—” 


“Excuse me...” 


She saw it the second it hit him. The woman had come up from behind. Flanking just out of 
his peripheral. Catching him off guard. 


The look flashed over him in an instant. 
Danger. 
His fringe narrowed. The only warning. 


He moved before she could stop him. Any softness, any familiarity to his blue eyes was gone 
the second his pupils dialed back, grabbing the woman before he'd even turned, slamming her 
back against the kiosk with a growl. 


It was a reflex. Trained instinct. There was only one thought in his mind now, she knew that. 
Threat. 


The stranger didn’t have time to react. She’d been looking at Jane when she spoke. Jane had 
never seen a female turian before. Even with the size difference, the woman barely cleared 
his shoulder. 


Jane moved in to grab him. Stop him. Help him. 


Garrus was faster. He already had her, back to the kiosk, flexed arm barred across the 
stranger's neck, the talons at his side unfurling. Ready to reach. To dig in. To— 


“Garrus?” 

Something stung the air. The sound was choked. Tight. Wavering. But unmistakable. 
His name. 

The woman said his name. 


It stopped him before Jane could. His hand froze, dangling open at his side. She could see the 
shallow, slowing movement of his chest, the still posture of his muscle as he stayed, utterly 
silent and unmoving, towering over her. 


Some of the pressure must’ve lessened on her neck. The woman didn’t struggle when she 
spoke again. 


“Garrus...I...spirits...it’s you. It’s really you.” 
There was emotion in her voice. Unmistakable. She made no move to get away. 


“T knew it. I knew it was. When I saw you on the news...then a couple of people on social 
saying they saw you guys here—I just—I had to see for myself...” 


The woman’s words were gaining momentum. Coming faster. Almost frantic. Though 
hearing them told Jane the turian wasn’t so much a woman as she was a girl. 


“Garrus, it’s me.” 

The girl made a sound, almost like a whine. Something wounded. 
“Tt’s Sol.” 

Garrus was silent. 


He hadn’t moved since he’d grabbed her. Razor talons cocked open at his side. A second 
away from a fast, vicious kill. 


Now he only stood there. Watching her. 


Jane knew that look. She’d seen it on him--more times than she wanted to think about. A 
look she wished she hadn’t. 


It was in his blue eyes, wild, zeroed in, his face steeled and unreadable. But his gaze... 
Fucking terrified. 

He stayed like that for a moment. Unmoving. 

When he spoke it was low. Colder than the sudden, hard look in his eyes. 

“T don’t know you.” 

She watched Garrus stand back as his arm slid away. His fringe stayed narrowed. 

He didn’t look at the girl again, turning before she could speak. He didn't look at Jane, either. 
“We should go,” he growled. “We’ve attracted too much attention.” 


He didn’t wait for Jane to answer. Just moved past her in the direction of the elevators across 
the lobby. 


“Garrus...” 
The girl said his name again. 
He didn’t look back. 


Jane backstepped to follow him. Her eyes went to the girl a final time, still standing against 
the kiosk, watching him go. 


“Wait.” 
She called to Jane before she could turn. 


The girl’s mandibles pulled up as some of the shock left her face. 


Her hand reached frantically for her omni-tool, pulling up a small holo-card. She took it 
swiftly and held it out to Jane. 


“Please. It’s my contact info. Just...please.” 


Jane’s eyes shot down to her extended hand. Examined it warily. Then looked back at Garrus, 
already half obscured in the crowd. 


“Even if he doesn’t want it,” the girl said. “Please, just... tell him that dad never stopped 
looking.” 


She looked up at the girl. 


“T really do love it when they still have family. Gives us all the leverage we need for 
needy...filthy...turian dogs.” 


Axia's voice was in her ear. Biting down hard. Followed by the zap of the animal prod. 
Garrus's dark blood smeared across the concrete. Across his face. 


The girl's blue eyes were on her now, fixed intently. Pleading. 


Jane didn’t say anything. Didn’t know what to say. Whether it would hurt Garrus, or help 
him. Help him. 


She wouldn’t betray his trust. But if she could do something, anything... 


Jane took the card from her. She uploaded it into her omni-tool without speaking. Giving the 
girl a passing glance as she turned. 


“Tf I can, I'll be in touch.” 

“Thank you.” 

The words dug in. Making something in her flinch. Ache. 
Family. 

“You should go home,” Jane said. 


She didn’t look back after that. Feeling the girl watch her go. Saying nothing else as she 
followed Garrus into the crowd. 
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The Council tower. 
Supposedly the most beautiful sight on the Citadel. 
A place few could visit without the proper clearance. 


For Nihlus, it was nothing but a token. An ornament—something pretty for no other purpose 
than to prove a point. 


To create an artificial difference between those in here, and those below. 


Appeal to authority was Nihlus’s least favorite political gimmick. But it was a game he had to 
play, a due to pay, for the title of Spectre. The only authority he’d ever given credit to was 
Arterius. And now... 


Insubordinate. Reckless. No respect. 


He’d been just fine before Saren. Not technically law abiding, but just damn fine. No matter 
what his CO had written on his discharge report. His first or his second. 


Nihlus keyed up his inbox and swiped a quick message to Vakarian on his omni-tool as he 
walked. 


“How's the human?” 


A brief check in. He was anxious. Knew how bad the kid was in a crowd. But figured having 
their mate with him would be enough to keep Vakarian focused. 


Jane would be safe with him. 


He’d give her space—to explore the Citadel however she pleased. She needed time on her 
own to make decisions for herself. Any worry he felt didn’t need to be her problem. 


He'd make it Vakarian’s problem, instead. 


Nihlus reached the base of the Council chamber before he could get a reply. Already halfway 
up the stairs and he could hear voices—sharp and distinctly tense. 


The first warning that a dogfight had already started. 
“We wouldn’t have to guess if you’d let us speak with her ourselves.” 
“T will not compromise my asset to feed your curiosity, human.” 


“The beacon was our interest point before it was yours. We reserve the right to know what it 
was just as much as you do.” 


He heard Saren’s familiar, low snarl. A blunt dismissal. 


“You had no idea the beacon was present. Your scouts were flailing around in the dark when 
we arrived.” 


He was standing at the center of the platform when Nihlus cleared the stairs. The posture of 
his shoulders was poised and eased back. The wire of his artificial arm wound tight with 
tension. 


His clasped hands fell away as Nihlus grew near. Near enough for the Spectre to sense him, 
and turn. 


“You’re late.” 
A hard growl. 
“T had something that needed to be done,” Nihlus said, careful to school his tone. 


Jane had been asleep when he’d returned with her omni-tool. Even though he’d wanted to, he 
didn’t have it in him to wake her when he saw her in his bed. So still and at ease. Curled up 
against Vakarian in a tangle of blankets. 


Safe. 


“T wasn’t aware this was a group summons.” Nihlus shot a look at the human Udina, who was 
facing Arterius with arms at his sides. Did humans take the same posture when they were 


angry? 
The other one, Anderson, stood just behind him. 


“We would like to get to the bottom of what happened on Eden. There seems to be 
conflicting points. Ambassador Udina feels critical information is being withheld.” 


Councilor Tevos was first to reply. Easily the most rational of the three standing on the dais 
above them. The look of exhaustion on her face was palpable. 


“We’re not arguing that my scouts were in distress. Nor that Spectre Arterius and his crew 
provided critical aid.” 


Anderson was speaking directly to the Council now. Though he’d certainly taken notice of 
Nihlus when he arrived. 


“But my team reported that both the Spectre and Jane Shepard made contact with the artifact. 
And that the artifact must have delivered some type of information to both, based on their 
reactions.” 


Reactions. 
Putting it lightly. 
The look on Jane’s face was nothing but terrified. 


“What does this have to do with the Council?” Nihlus kept his attention trained on Council 
Tevos. It wouldn’t be the first petty squabble between turians and humans over who did what 
first. 


Tevos spoke again. “Captain Anderson has brought it to our attention that an outside group 
has a vested interest in the beacon. It would benefit the Council to know whether this artifact 
is some type of weapon. Or poses any threat to our current galactic peace.” 


Cerberus. 
A massive weapon in the hands of a species still in their early years of space travel. 
A reasonable concern. 


It only surprised him that it was Anderson who mentioned Cerberus, and not Ambassador 
Udina. 


Though Udina was quick to cut in now. “Which is why I came to propose that Jane Shepard 
be released into the custody of the human council. For proper assessment and questioning.” 


“Unlikely.” Saren clicked. 


Nihlus turned to face the Ambassador. Meeting Udina’s gaze head on. It lulled the platform 
into silence. 


“By whose authority?” 


“Your human council holds no power over the will of the Chamber.” Saren was quick to dig 
in. To bite harder. “A childish request.” 


“It would be beneficial to know what the human saw,” Councilor Valern said. “If it should 
give us any leads on the danger the artifact may pose. The attack was on a human colony. It 
stands to reason they should be made privy to any future threats.” 


Nihlus ducked his head, looking back at the salarian. 


“You can’t be serious.” 


Saren gave a low rumbled of his subvocals. A private warning. 
Composure, pup! 


Nihlus clasped his hands, disguising the ease back of his shoulders, the sharp unfurl of his 
talons. Clamping down on a growl. 


“Jane Shepard is not property,” Nihlus said, training his tone. “She can’t be traded into 
anyone’s custody.” 


He’d promised—sworn to her. 

Never again. 

“She should be here for this discussion.” 
“T agree with Spectre Kryik.” 


It surprised him again when Anderson spoke. Though, not as much as it did Udina—judging 
by the quick whip of his head, followed by the sudden dip of his eyebrows. A new word he’d 
learned, thanks to Vakarian’s suspicious extranet knowledge of humans. 


“They dont show that in the vids...” 

Bet they showed a lot of other things, didnt they, pup? 
“You—” 

Udina started to speak, but Anderson wasn’t finished. 


“We don’t need to hold Shepard in custody to get to the bottom of the attack on Eden. I’m 
willing to collaborate as necessary with her and her crew—with respect to her classified 
status. All I ask is that you don't shut us out.” 


To his growing surprise, Anderson turned. Looking at Nihlus. Meeting his gaze directly. 
Bold. 


“Both the artifact and the attack were on our soil. My job is to protect my people. I can’t do 
that if I’m left in the dark. This affects all of us.” 


Appeal to emotion. An interesting strategy in front of the Council. 


“Indeed it does,” Saren trained his attention on Sparatus. Easily their strongest ally. An 
effective maneuver. “My interaction with the artifact revealed the beacon to be powerful. 
Power in the wrong hands is a greater threat than a few dead scouts on a small colony. Until 
we know what it is, any further information should be kept classified to the Council and its 
most experienced agents. Anything else would be foolish.” 


His words were exacting. A straight cut. Appeal to authority. A strong play. 


“Spectre Arterius is correct,” Councilor Sparatus said. “What happened on Eden should 
remain classified. We can’t risk any more interested parties becoming involved. We should 
pursue the matter as quickly and as quietly as possible.” 


Nihlus drew in a low breath. A relief. Tevos spoke next. 


“Surely there is a compromise to be had. Spectre Arterius and Spectre Kryik are both more 
than equipped to handle the potential threat of the artifact. If the human council would like a 
stake in the investigation, Jane Shepard identifies as a present member of their crew. That 
should satisfy you. Should it not?” 


Udina’s eyebrows pulled together again. A look Nihlus now knew as anger. 


“Shepard doesn’t represent the human council. There is no guarantee any critical information 
would pass between us the moment it was discovered.” 


Nihlus saw it the moment it happened. So subtle he wondered if he hadn’t imagined it. A 
look he had never, not once, seen on Saren before. A small twitch. The near invisible slide 
back of his left mandible. As cutthroat as it was cold. 


The closest thing he’d ever seen to a smile on the Spectre. 


“Interesting, as you had so adamantly claimed before that the human acted on your behalf 
during the events on Eden.” 


Saren turned to give Udina his sudden, terrifying, and undivided attention. 
The platform fell quiet. 


“It is her face you use on your recruitment posters, is it not? You implied prior to Spectre 
Kryik's arrival that she had ties with your Alliance. Yet now you claim otherwise.” 


The silence was growing. A now painful sound. Closing in. Saren cocked his head, shoulders 
squared—a full display of his stature. 


“Surely even a human would not lie so boldly to the Council.” 
A kill shot. 


Udina wasn’t recovering. Staring at Spectre Arterius with something even a turian could read 
for what it was. Rage. 


“Indeed a serious question. I was under the impression Jane Shepard had special-status ties 
within the human Alliance,” Tevos said. “As you had earlier implied.” 


All three members were looking at Udina now. Waiting for an answer. 
“T’m only pointing out the relationship between Shepard and the Alliance is unconventional. 


There is nothing formal yet to ensure the proper chain of command for any critical 
information to pass between us.” 


Udina was still looking at Saren as he spoke, who was all too pleased to return the gesture— 
posture cocky and open to the human in front of him. 


“Which is why I am requesting she be released into the custody of the human council. So 
those ties can be formalized without Spectre Arterius guarding the girl like a pitbull.” 


The final word made no sense through his translator. He heard Saren click. 


“The girl is a highly trained Spectre’s asset,” Saren snarled. “She is an agent. Address her 
with some respect.” 


Nihlus watched Udina. Silent. Noting, again, that small twinge of something. A nagging 
voice in the back of his head. A feeling he’d grown to trust. 


More than feeling. 
Instinct. 


“Your Captain already made it clear the Alliance doesn’t need Shepard in its custody,” he 
spoke low. Poised. Tracking Udina closely. “Is there a reason you’re so insistent, 
Ambassador?” 


Another silence. One Anderson seized. 


“Spectre Kryik is right. Forcing Shepard to comply isn’t on the table. I only want our crews 
to work together. For all we know, other human colonies could be at risk. We need a formal 
way to communicate.” 


Roll over. Play neutral to get close. Another good strategy. 
It was a wonder Udina became Ambassador and not Anderson. The Captain had potential. 


“T agree the humans should be made aware of any potential threats,” Valern said. He turned 
his attention to Anderson. “What would you propose, Captain?” 


There was a sinking feeling. A sudden realization Arterius seemed to share. 


“I’m vetting a marine squad for special deployment on the case this week,” Anderson replied. 
“We could use your crew’s expertise for the best candidates, given Spectre Arterius is so 
adamant in keeping his knowledge of the situation classified. Perhaps Shepard would be 
willing to lend a hand.” Anderson’s gaze cut across the platform. Seeking and landing on 
Nihlus. “It will give her the chance. To decide for herself what she wants. Consider it a 
gesture of good faith. If we're going to work in tandem, I'm willing to give you my best.” 


Nihlus curled his talons behind his back. 
What she wants. 


Would she? 


Given the chance, is that what she would choose? To earn rank and serve side by side with 
her own kind? 


“There are others out there that could use our help.” 
Arterius snarled. Able to respond before Nihlus could. 


“T will not have my asset training with the least experience military in the galaxy,” he said. 
“Her combat skills are already above any mark your squad can achieve.” Saren's silver eyes 
zeroed in. His voice dipped low. “I have seen you in action, Anderson. Your tactics leave 
much to be desired. It will take weeks to undo whatever poor habits may rub off.” 


It bit him. Hard—but not enough. The Captain held Nihlus’s gaze. Dead in his sights. 
Unwavering. Like he knew exactly what Nihlus hoped he hadn't. 


He's going to find out. 
It was the only thought pressing in now. 


The second they had her, they would see it for themselves. That any skill she had hadn’t 
come from a life as a military brat. Or the years of experience as a Spectre’s asset. That Jane 
Shepard fought like one thing, and one thing only. 


A rogue biotic weapon. 

Like a slave, fighting to get free. 

And the humans wouldn’t think it was Axia who did it to her. 
An expert move. 


There was no space to recover—only to seize the next moment before the Captain could push 
it further. 


“You'll need someone with experience in both squad and solo combat. A difficult venture, 
Captain,” Nihlus let his gaze hover over the human’s. Unwilling to back off. “If you want our 
teams to collaborate together, then we will vet your squad—together.” 


Arterius growled. Bristled. Ducked his head to grant Nihlus his profile as he looked at him. 
Saying nothing. 


Udina shot Nihlus a look. 


“A simple enough solution. I concede. Sparatus?” Valern looked at the turian Councilor, 
whose attention was trained on Saren. Reading his obvious displeasure. 


“T see no point in wasting time to offer the humans a leg up. Our Spectres act in the interest 
of the entire galaxy. I do not concede,” Sparatus said. 


“T agree time is of the essence,” Tevos noted, addressing Anderson directly. “Though it stands 
to reason the humans should have a hand in the investigation. Choose your team wisely. In 
the meantime, we still expect you to pursue any current leads on the matter, Spectres. And 
Udina...” 


The Ambassador was still staring at Arterius. Only turning when she said his name. 


“Might I suggest, if your military has no ties to Jane Shepard, removing any media that 
suggests she does. Otherwise you may have a legal battle on your hands.” 


Udina said nothing. 

“If you have nothing more, then I will concede,” Tevos said. “You are dismissed.” 
Nihlus didn’t wait for her to finish before turning and taking the stairs off the platform. 
His blood was hot. 

His throat ached with the effort to keep his subvocals in check. 

Compose yourself. 

Don t let them see it. 

He blamed Arterius. The irony was... 

“Kryik!” 


Nihlus growled as he ducked his head. Saren was passing the fountain, coming toward him. 
Angry. 


Nihlus hissed. Turned to face him fully. They were far enough from the platform—alone now 
in the commons. 


“You folded before it was finished. I had the human Udina pinned. Your affection for the 
human blinded your reason.” Saren’s voice was a snarl. His silver eyes hard and zeroed in. 


“You had nothing,” Nihlus checked his posture. Relaxed his shoulders. Keeping his hands 
clasped. Unwilling, fucking refusing, to give them anymore than they already had. He 
wouldn’t give the humans a scene. 


“Anderson was creating distance,” Nihlus rasped. “Whatever suggestion he had would’ve 
separated Jane from us entirely.” 


Likely gunning for a reason to get her off of the Citadel. To take her somewhere else. Like 
Earth. 


Saren hissed. The wire muscle of his bicep coiled tight. “Anderson baited you where you 
were weak. It was a bluff. You handed the humans their victory. I will not offer her to be 
fodder for the Alliance!” 


“The humans haven’t won anything.” Nihlus moved in to meet Arterius. Refusing to back 
down as the Spectre came closer. “If she wants to help the Alliance, I won’t stop her. If she 
doesn’t, we can pick a weak team and lose them the second we hit neutral airspace. I folded 
to give my mate the choice.” 


He wouldn’t decide for her. Jane was free. He’d be damned sure to keep it that way. 


Arterius gave him a rough trill. Making him pause. And realize all at once the word he’d just 
used. 


Mate. 


The silence lasted long enough for Nihlus to hear a ping from his omni-tool. He looked down 
at it, seeing Jane’s private tag crop up on screen. 


He swiped up on the message. 

“Will you be back soon?” 

A brief pause as he scanned the words. Then another. 
“Something happened.” 

Nihlus hit the call button without hesitating. 

“T have to go.” 

Arterius growled as he bumped past him. 


The holo-screen was already ringing by the time he’d gotten into the elevator. Saren stood in 
front of the doors, gaze hard and unwavering, watching him as they closed. 


“Nihlus?” 

Jane’s voice was like air in a crowded room. 

The tension his muscles eased the second her face appeared on screen. 
“Are you alright?” 

His immediate, most pressing question. 

“T’?m okay. Just... I’m sorry, I know your busy.” 


There was a line between her eyebrows. That subtle flutter to her jaw—telling him she was 
stressed. 


“I’m not busy,” his voice softened. A league away from what it had been moments ago. “I’m 
on my way to you now. Where are you?” 


“At your house.” 


Her voice grew rough. He saw that faint, glass-like glitter to her eyes. 
A feeling. 

“Something’s wrong with Garrus.” 

“Garrus?” 

Nihlus watched as she turned her head, glancing behind her. 


“He came home and locked himself in the bathroom. I can hear the water running, but he 
won’t talk to me.” He heard her sniff. “What if he...” 


She trailed off again. Exhaling rapidly. A wavering sound. One that stung to hear. 
“T’ll be there in ten minutes,” he said. 
“Please hurry.” 


She hung up before he was ready. Leaving him with a fluttering sense of panic as the elevator 
descended to the final floor. 


The silent car ride was excruciating. He’d had easier days cramped inside the cage on 
Noveria. At least then he’d had the human near enough to comfort. 


She was waiting for him in the living area when he made it back to the house. Pacing the 
interior like a felinae freshly caught. 


“Nihlus.” 


She came to him the second he was in the door. He took her sleek, toned bicep in his hand, 
coming to stand over her. Giving his female a quick assessment. 


“T’m okay,” her voice was hoarse and subdued. Reading his gaze. “He’s still in there. Maybe 
he’ll answer for you. I can explain later. I just...make sure he’s okay.” 


Nihlus ducked his head, glancing at the bedroom door. He could hear the faint drizzle of the 
shower head. Though he smelled nothing but steam and Jane’s pressing stress on the air. 


He went to the door, relieved when it opened on its own. The one to the bathroom had clearly 
been locked. Jane didn’t follow when he approached. 


Nihlus braced a hand on the warm metal. He leaned in enough to scent the air. Catching 
nothing but the familiar smell of water. 


“Vakarian.” 
No answer. 


Nihlus leaned closer. Causing his voice to reverberate off the door. 


“Garrus.” 
Nothing. 
He huffed. 


“T’m going to open the door. If you want space after that, that’s fine. But I need to make sure 
you’re okay.” 


Nihlus didn’t wait for an answer before keying in an override on the door lock. It clicked as 
it disengaged, opening without prompt. 


He must’ve been in there for a while. Most of the steam had already dissipated. Telling him 
the water running from the shower was now cold. 


He was standing at the sink. Talons braced on either side. Leaned in. Staring at himself in the 
mirror. 


“Garrus.” 


He made no move to acknowledge him. Just continued to look at himself in silence. A few 
steps into the room and Nihlus could see his reflection in the glass. 


He'd taken his bandage off. It was crumpled in his hand. Pressed between the sink and his 
talons. 


It was...spirits. 


The scar was deep. It spanned a good portion of the side of his face, a stark, red streak against 
those pretty silver plates. Though he didn’t seem to be looking at it. His blue eyes did nothing 
but hover over his own gaze in front of him. 


“T almost killed her.” 
His voice was farther away. Occupied with some thought. 


Nihlus didn’t say anything. Giving him the space. The time. Garrus knew he was there. And 
Nihlus would stay there, as long as he needed him. 


“My own...” his words waned. Returned with the same distant disbelief. “My own sister. 
| era 


He saw his talons arched a little on the sink. Gripping tighter. Then letting go. 
“T went straight for her throat.” 

His voice dropped. Growing closer. Growing Angry. 

Nihlus spoke carefully. 


“You saw your sister on the Citadel?” 


Calm and low. Just trying to understand. 
Garrus didn’t move. 


“She recognized my face. On the news.” His blue eyes roamed down to the scar over his 
mandible. He saw it move a little. Stil] working. A sight that gave Nihlus some relief. “I don’t 
even recognize my fucking face.” 


The anger was growing. Sharpening. Turning bitter. 


“TJ...” an exhale. Almost panicked. His gaze flickered back to his own in the glass. Searching 
frantically. 


“T have no idea who the fuck I am,” he rasped. 


Nihlus curled his hand closed at his side, hearing him keen. A painful sound. One that hurt— 
coming from him. 


“T spent two years trying to protect her. And the second I see her...” 


She must’ve caught him off guard. It was the only explanation. In a crowded area. A place he 
would’ve already been on edge. Ready for a fight. 


“What if there’s nothing of me left?” 

His voice grew farther away again. Disconnected. Nihlus rumbled softly. Not quite a purr. 
“You should take Jane and go,” Garrus said. 

Nihlus felt his bicep jump as his talon curled tighter. “Vakarian...” 


He wasn’t ready when Garrus turned to face him. Seeing that flash of anger return. “Go! I 
shouldn’t be anywhere near her. Not if...I almost...” 


Nihlus closed the distance between them in a second. His hand was on his chest, pushing him 
back against the sink. Keeping him there as Garrus snarled. 


“I’m not leaving you.” 


His voice was low. Steady. Deadly serious. Garrus whined again. That painful sound. One 
that made him feel like he was drowning. 


“T’ve hurt Jane before,” Garrus growled. “I could do it again. Maybe it’s who am.” 


He tried to shove him back. But Nihlus didn’t move. He gripped Vakarian by the cowl, letting 
the force roll off his shoulder, feeling his fringe narrow. 


“You lost control,” Nihlus said. “It’s hard when you’re new with a female. Next time I’1]—” 


“Not the mark. Before,” he said. “With Axia. More than once, Kryik. Her first night, on 
Noveria—she was scared. So fucking scared. The look on her face. And I...I can’t...” 


It was like a cycle. Numb, angry, desperate. His words faded again, blue eyes flashing 
suddenly to his. Frantically searching his face. His hand came up to grip Nihlus by the 
forearm. Clinging. 


“You were forced,” Nihlus kept his voice steady. Firm. He wouldn’t have this. Not this. Not 
Garrus blaming himself for his own hurt. 


“You want to know who you are, Vakarian?” His eyes dialed in, talons gripping tighter. 
Holding him here. With him. Stay with me, kid. “I saw the marks. On Jane, the first day we 
were there in the cage. You clawed her in the shoulder.” 


Garrus hissed. Turned his head away. He saw his injured mandible flare a little. 


“Axia trained you to kill,” Nihlus said. “And you didn’t go for her vitals. Not once. You did 
everything you could to make sure she stayed alive. You saved her, Garrus.” 


Nihlus moved in closer. Vakarian made a small trill, chest rising as he fought an inhale. 


“And you saved me.” His hand came up. Came to touch the proof for himself, covering that 
red, vicious scar with his hand. “You know why? Because you’re Garrus fucking Vakarian. 
Son of the best damn Citadel cop I’ve ever met. The vigilante that took out half of the blue 
suns with nothing but a sniper rifle and your own idea of what was right. You’re a goddamn 
hero, Garrus.” 


His voice lost some of its edge when Garrus looked back at him. 


“Not because of some CO’s orders, or an oath you swore to the galaxy. Because that’s who 
you are. It’s who you chose to be.” 


“Never let anyone decide for you what you are!” 


A lesson he’d learned, years ago. The best piece of advice Saren had ever given him. One 
that stuck. Even now. 


Garrus was quiet. Still gripping his forearm like a lifeline, broad chest tense with a breath he 
wouldn’t release. His blue eyes were sharp. Hurt. 


“T can’t face him,” he rasped. Voice quieter. But not so far away. “Not before. And not now— 
not after what I did to Solana. He won’t see me like that. Like you do.” 


Him. 


It took him a second to realize. The one thing neither Jane, nor Nihlus himself had. 
Something he all at once realized he knew Garrus should. 


His father. 


“What if I’m nothing but a killer to him?” 


Nihlus saw that familiar spark. That burn of self-loathing, looking him dead in the eye. Like a 
human, trying to measure his worth. 


“T don’t know,” Nihlus said honestly. He searched his gaze, holding it steadily. “I don’t know 
what he’ll think. But I can tell you he’d be wrong. That anyone would be a fool to see you 
that way.” 


He moved closer to Vakarian as his voice dropped low between them. “I know that no matter 
what he thinks, it won’t change the way that I see you.” 


The rain of the shower head came to fill the sudden silence. 


Nihlus kept his hand over the scar. Faces hovering closer now. Nihlus ducked his head to 
bring them even closer. 


“And I’d be a damned fool to leave this station without you.” 
He felt the warm rush of Garrus’s breath, soft against his own mouth. 
Nihlus stayed like that, close to him, sharing his warmth as silence hung between them. 


He felt Garrus’s muscles relax. The tension in his shoulders seemed to ease. Nihlus did 
nothing to hide his purr when Garrus brought his forehead to rest against his. His hand slid up 
his arm to hang off his elbow. 


“I’m so tired, Nihlus,” he said. 


He could hear it in his voice. In the way his body seemed to lean into him. Giving him his 
weight. 


Nihlus rumbled softly. “You need sleep,” he told him. “You can’t keep using stims like you 
have, kid. They won’t make things any easier. They’ll keep you on edge.” 


He let his hand move to the back of his neck. Not hard, not gripping, just to touch. Adding 
firmness to his words. 


“T’m getting rid of them,” Nihlus told him. “Tonight.” 
Garrus was silent. Like he didn’t have it in him to argue. Maybe he didn’t want to. 
“Ts Jane...?” 


Nihlus pulled back, coming to meet his gaze. Garrus trailed off. Blue eyes dropping to the 
exposed side of Nihlus’s throat. So close to his reach. 


“She’s worried,” Nihlus said. Keeping his voice low. “Let me bring her to you. You should 
get some rest.” 


He would have to tell her, tell both of them, what had happened at the Council today. Sooner 
than later. 


But not now. Not when Vakarian pushed into him a little, bracing his hand on the sink. 
Bringing their bodies together. Maneuvering Nihlus in a wave of his heat—his smell. 


Spirits, his smell. 


His head dipped. Running his injured mandible along the side of Nihlus’s face with that 
sniper ease. That slyness that could only come from Garrus himself. 


“Will you come with me? ...If I see him?” 


Nihlus made a dry rasp. A soft laugh. “I don’t think he’d be too happy to see me,” his voice 
was low. A little dark. “But I’ve got your back, Vakarian. Wherever you go—I’m with you.” 


Words he meant. Deep in his blood. 
A feeling that only seemed to grow with every day they spent together. 


And every day, Nihlus found it harder and harder to picture his life without it. 
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Jane had paced the living room for what must've been an hour. Waiting for Nihlus to come 
out of the bedroom. 
She thought, hoped, the eerie silence inside was a good sign. That it meant Garrus was okay. 
When she’d seen Nihlus emerge in the doorway, Jane had never felt more relieved. 


He purred to her softly, holding out his hand. An invitation for her to come to him. And she 
did without hesitating. 


He pulled her to him when she took it. Pressed his warm, dry mouth to her forehead, still 
purring. Like he was trying to soothe her. A sound that always did. 


“You did good,” he told her softly. 
"Is he...” 


“He’s okay.” His talons passed through her hair, guiding it behind her ear as he stood over 
her. “You should lay with him. Let him be close to you. It will be good for both of you.” 


She could think of nothing she wanted more in that moment than to be close to both of them. 


It surprised her, how much of that frantic feeling went away the second she crawled up beside 
Garrus on the blankets. The second he pulled her in against his warm chest, curled around her 
with a low purr, burying his face in her hair, testing her scent with a light skim of his nose 
against her neck. 


When Nihlus came to lay behind her Garrus only scooted in. Bringing both turians closer 
together. Wrapping her entirely in their heat. The weight of Nihlus’s bicep covered her as he 
let his hand come to rest on Garrus’s face. Over the now unbandaged scar on his mandible. A 
soft touch. 


Garrus was asleep almost instantly. Though she was tempted to join, Jane got the sense 
Nihlus only intended to lay there. 


She’d seen his face when he’d first come in the door. Muscles tense. Green eyes sharp and 
zeroed in. 


He’d been stressed. Perhaps even angry. After a time of silence to ensure Garrus was asleep 
Jane lifted her face to gaze up at him on the pillows. 


His dark plates were inky in the evening lights of the window. He pulled back enough to gaze 
down at her. Sensing her attention. 


“Something happened,” she said. Not a question. 
She felt his hand come to smooth the back of her hair. Green eyes hovering over hers. Silent. 
“Tt did.” 


He wouldn’t lie to her. A fact she appreciated. Though it didn’t stop the sudden spike of 
adrenaline she felt when he said it. 


“T can tell you when Vakarian wakes up. Both of you should know,” he rumbled softly. 
She hated waiting. 


A delay for something inevitable was never a good feeling. But she didn’t argue. Letting him 
curl in around her as he began to purr. 


“Rest for a while,” he said. “I want to hold you.” 


Something she always wanted. Making it easy to give in and let her eyes slip shut a second 
later. 


She wasn’t sure how long she slept after that. 
When she awoke it was to Nihlus’s voice. A soft hand on her shoulder. A quiet hum. 
“Human. Food.” 


The command scrambled her brain briefly. Leaving her to anticipate the tight walls of the 
cage when she opened her eyes. Surprised and disoriented when she didn’t. Though Nihlus 
standing over her kept her steady. 


His green eyes roamed her face softly. Talons moving to brush the hair from her cheek. “I 
brought you dinner.” 


He let his hand slip away as she sat up. She grabbed it again before he could step back from 
the bed. When she rose up on her knees he ducked his head, bowing over her. Offering her 
his closeness. 


He purred when she came up to press her mouth to his mandible. Ducking his head farther to 
bury in her hair. His purr deepened. 


“You smell so good when you first wake up,” he rasped. 
Jane exhaled softly. A voiceless scoff. “You always say that.” 


Nihlus trilled. A surprisingly playful sound, coming from him. He snared her by the waist. 
Granting her his heat, the subtle flex of his arm, as he pulled her against him. Giving her that 
merciless feeling of his body against hers. A display. 


“Ah, because I mean it.”” His warm mouth skimmed her throat. “You smell warm. Sweet. Like 
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Us. 


She half expected him to push her back onto the blankets and crawl on top of her. Instead he 
pulled her out of bed with a low trill. 


“You need to eat.” 
He took her into the kitchen just beyond the expanse of the empty living room. 
To her surprise there was a rather impressive dining area through a door on the other side. 


Jane came into the doorway, looking down at the table, with Nihlus now turning to stand 
beside it. 


He was watching her closely. She could feel those green eyes on her face. Likely wondering 
whether or not she liked what he’d brought. 


Jane frowned. Studying the table in front of her. 
“Tt’s sushi.” 
She didn’t know why it was so surprising. 


Mostly because it just looked so...normal. More than that, it was fresh. Fresh food was 
another first for her. Something she hadn’t eaten since the raid on Mindotr. 


“The place is popular on the Citadel,” Nihlus ducked his head, looking down at the table 
behind him. “If you don’t like it, I put other meals in the fridge. I can make you whatever 
you’d like.” 


“No, I like it,” she assured him. It had been one of her favorite foods back on the colony. “It’s 
just...been awhile. Since I’ve eaten anything besides rations.” 


Even with Saren. He’d been militant in her portions. And hadn’t let Benezia feed her 
anything he didn’t approve of. A strict regiment she knew was the reason she no longer 
looked so gaunt. 


Nihlus purred a little. He took her hand in his talons, murmuring a soft, “Come here,” as he 
drew her close. 


He sat back in one of the chairs, folding a spurred leg over his knee. Easily the most flexible 
maneuver she’d ever seen him do. Displaying the muscle of his toned thigh. 


He seemed to trill in amusement at her noticing. He pulled her down onto his lap and used his 
reach to drag one of the takeout containers toward them across the table. 


“You're not hungry?” Jane frowned as she watched him sit back in the chair, taking a piece of 
food off the table to offer her. His other hand was on her hip. Giving a light squeeze. 


“T already ate,” he rasped softly. “Couldn’t sleep.” 


She could tell he’d been expecting her to take it from him with her hands. Though she didn’t 
realize the fact until she’d already sat forward in his lap and ate the piece directly from his 
reach. 


She felt the lethal edge of his talon curl in a little on her tongue in surprise. 
The immediate realization made her cheeks burn. 

Nihlus’s eyes zeroed in on her mouth. A sudden, predatory look. 

She watched the rapid expanse of his pupils. A low trill. He cocked his head. 


When she swallowed he reached behind her to take another piece of food from the table. This 
one he brought to her mouth. His gaze flickered up to study hers. Gauging her reaction 
closely as she ate it just like the first. 


She saw his throat flex with a sound so deep she couldn’t hear. The subtle ease back of his 
shoulders. Showing some of the muscle in a way that pulled her attention. 


“Do you like it?” he asked. 
His voice was that dark, low rumble. 


She realized what it must’ve been. Not the action of her eating, but that it was him, giving it 
to her. 


Nesting gifts, she’d heard him say once. 
To care for her. 


Giving food to her meant something to both turians. Judging by the subtle growls that passed 
between them any time one of them handed her a levo packet on the ship. Or before. In the 
cage. When Garrus had brought her dextro—and Nihlus had nearly crushed him for it. 


“T do.” She held his gaze. Listening to the low whoosh, the rise and fall of his broad chest as 
he inhaled. His thumb squeezed a little tighter on her hip. 


“Are you going to tell me what happened at the Council meeting?” 


His purring fell silent. His now dark eyes flickered to hers. Constricted. Followed by the 
subtle narrowing of his fringe. 


“That bad?” she said wryly. 


Nihlus rumbled. He continued to study her in silence for a moment. Then reached behind her 
to snag the full takeout plate off the table. She took it when he offered it to her. 


“at first,” he insisted. 
A bag sign. 
Maybe he figured she’d lose her appetite. 


She did anyway. Knowing she wasn’t in any position to skip a meal. She liked the toned 
muscle Saren had worked to build on her. The reward of his merciless training schedule. It 
was something she hoped to keep. 


Jane ate from the plate as Nihlus watched her. His other hand coming to stroke her hair, arm 
moving to sling his elbow across the top of the chair. Her gaze gravitated to the subtle 
movement of his bicep beneath his jumpsuit. Something he seemed to anticipate. Giving her 
a low rasp. Teasing. 


She watched his talons rake across the back of the chair. Luring her attention. Causing the 
slow flex of his arm, the muscle of his shoulder as he raised his head enough to grant a flash 
of the dark, snake-like texture of his throat. 


He liked her attention. She could see it. Both turians did. Likely part of their competitive 
instinct. Though she found herself liking it as well. How focused it made them—always 
present, always watching her. It was... 


“Tf you’re trying to distract me, it’s not going to work,” Jane said, taking the last piece of 
food from the plate. 


It took effort to train her gaze onto his. 
Nihlus made a dry trill. 


The dagger tip of his talons stopped their movement. Replaced by the rise of his chest 
beneath the dark fabric of his jumpsuit, still holding that self-assured, well trained posture. 


His right mandible slid back into something of a smirk. “Wouldn’t dream of it,” his voice was 
deep and dark. More than amused. 


His green eyes held hers. “I only aim to give you what you want.” 


Damn him, that voice. That smooth, easy purr. So dark and low. He knew exactly how pretty 
he was to look at. 


Nihlus took the empty plate from her hand and set it behind her on the table, letting her finish 
before reaching to tilt her chin up with the side of his curved talon. He scanned her throat. 
Clearly studying the now naked skin—uncolored by any bruising or teeth marks. 


“Tell me.” Her voice was firm. Just between them. 
His eyes grew distant a moment before shifting back to hers. He let his touch fall away. 


“Whatever you decide, Jane, I want you to know that I’m with you. Say the word and we can 
be back on the ship—going anywhere you want to go. No matter what.” 


There was a stillness to his voice. Something deep. Unmovable. She knew he meant it. 
“Just say the word and we’re out of here. Alright?” 
Her breath came shallower as she looked at him. Nodded once. Waiting. 


“The Council wants us to collaborate with the Alliance. To find out what the attack on Edan 

has to do with the artifact.” She felt his talons curl in on her hip. Holding her tighter. “I don’t 
like it. Cerberus has a vested interest in you. The idea of bringing you right to them seems... 
dangerous.” 


Jane frowned. 


“But they need to be dealt with. I won’t let them trail you forever. And if it prevents any 
future attacks on innocent colonies...” 


“Then it’s necessary,” Jane said. 
If she could be a part of saving colonies from anything—she wanted to. 
“Will we work with an Alliance crew?” 


“Unlikely,” Nihlus rumbled. “The Council wants a way to communicate between teams. The 
human Alliance has requested information, not ground support.” 


Jane raised her eyebrow. “That sounds simple enough.” 


Nihlus growled. A low sound. “Doesn’t it?” Like he didn’t trust the fact. “But there's tension 
between your species and mine. Shady politics. Once you consider that, things become—” 


“Complicated,” she finished. 
He ducked his head slightly, hovering closer to her. “Precisely.” 


His voice darkened. The sliding plates on his face pulled tighter against his jaw. “They know 
we have the upper hand. And Saren intends to keep it that way. The humans have requested 
our help from the Council in choosing their best team for the job. A gesture of faith, they 
called it.” 


She could hear in his voice he didn’t have a firm handle on the saying. The least of her 
concerns. 


“So what does that mean?” she asked. 
Nihlus was quiet a moment. Green eyes roaming her face. 


“From the Council’s perspective it means we get to choose the team we’re communicating 
with. For us, it means getting to decide whether we want back up, or a crew incompetent 
enough they won’t get in our way. For the Alliance...” 


His chest flexed with a rough exhale. A low growl. His hand came beneath her chin again. 
The sharp talon of his thumb pressed a gentle line over her lower lip. 


“Tt means they have a chance to observe you. And get a better handle on your skills,” he 
rumbled. “You’re a wildcard to them. If they can’t have you—I imagine they’d like to keep 
you close. Humans have a ways to go earning rank in the eyes of the galaxy. Udina seems to 
think attaching himself to you is how he’Il get there.” 


Janes gaze moved down to his mouth. To the killer edge of his teeth as his mandibles slid 
back. Like even the name irritated him. 


“Though none of that matters if you don’t want it to,” Nihlus told her. “We can be on a ship 
out of here in the next twenty minutes if you want to be.” 


“..Uf it prevents any future attacks on innocent colonies...” 
“Just tell me what you want, Jane.” 


The way his voice softened made her stomach flutter. Made her eyes dart back to his. When 
she did, he tilted her face to his and pressed his warm mouth to hers. His cheek came to skim 
softly against her own. 


“Whatever it is—it’s yours.” 


Her hand came to rest on the side of his face. Making the gesture between them more firm. 
Something that made him purr. 


“What we did on Noveria,” she said quietly. “Helping those civilians. I’ve done a lot of 
things, Nihlus. But none of them have ever felt that right.” 


Nihlus rumbled quietly. Pulling back to look her in the eye. Making those green eyes sharp 
with conviction. With meaning. 


“If I can protect them—protect the colonies—that’s what I want. To keep innocent people 
like that,” like John, “Safe. Whatever it takes. That’s what I want to do.” 


She wanted it so strongly she almost didn’t understand it. 


To stay with Nihlus. To work with them as a crew, and save lives. It was exactly where she 
wanted to be. The only future she could imagine for herself. It felt more than right. 


Nihlus purred, a low, smooth sound. Tracking that look in her eye. Like he felt it for himself. 


“Jane Shepard,” he rasped softly. The look he gave her was warm. Like he liked it. “A 
perfect fit.” 


His left mandible slid back. That cocky, clever look. One she’d only ever seen him give to 
her. 


“You'll need to learn how to operate in a squad. Basic maneuvering. Team combat 
techniques.” 


...things to help her fit in. She knew that’s what it was. The thing she was missing that 
everyone else had. 


She didn’t let the fact bother her. He was right. 


“T’ll teach you,” he told her, ducking his head a little, skimming his mouth softly against her 
jawline. “I can easily buy us a few days before we need to meet up with the Alliance for 
drills.” 


There was a dark quality to his voice that suggested he liked the idea. Whether it was the idea 
of training her, or of subverting any type of authority, she wasn’t exactly sure which. Maybe a 
little of both. 


“We can start tomorrow. I imagine Vakarian will have a few things to do once he wakes up.” 


Nihlus pulled away from her. His tone trained into something more serious. She saw him turn 
his head to gaze back toward the living room. 


“I’m sure he’ll want to see his family before we deploy.” 
Jane frowned lightly. “How do you know?” 


He made a soft, distant trill, still faced away from her. “Because he’s a good kid,” he 
rumbled. 


“Home is... A complicated subject. I’m not sure I even want to go back.” 


She’d seen the hurt on Garrus’s face when he’d said it to her. And again, standing face to face 
with his sister on the Citadel. Jane hoped Nihlus was right. If it meant never seeing that look 
on his face again, she would hope for anything. 


“You weren’t in bed.” 


Garrus’s voice cut through the lingering silence. He was standing in the doorway when she 
turned, blue eyes sharp against the stark silver of his plates. He was bristled. His muscles 
flexed a little under his jumpsuit. Leaving her to wonder if he hadn’t woken suddenly. 


“Bad dream?” she asked. 
He studied her for a second. Face unreadable. Finally he rumbled. 
“More than bad.” 


Nihlus eased back in his chair as he came over to them. His taloned hand reached to stroke 
her hair. Blue eyes staying steadily on her. 


“T brought you food, pup. Eat,” Nihlus said, reclining his head toward the table behind her. 
Garrus was quiet a moment before shifting his gaze to him. “I should see him tonight.” 
There was a quality to his voice. More firm than she was used to. The shift was sudden. 
Him. 


She knew who he meant the second he said it. Feeling that same small squeeze as before. 
Family. 


His hand fell away from her hair as Jane turned to look up at him. Both mandibles were 
pulled tight to his jaw. Making that dark, streaked scar on his face more jagged. More 
vicious. Even when his eyes were soft. 


Nihlus didn’t miss a beat. “Then we go tonight,” he said. No question. She heard him trill 
softly. “Eat first.” 


Garrus ducked his head, blue eyes roaming the table, thinking. She could see on his face he 
wasn’t hungry. Likely grappling with the idea of having to eat. After a second of silence he 
looked back at her. “Jane, I want you to come... but—" 


“It’s okay,” she assured him. Speaking of complicated. “You don’t need to explain.” 


Seeing someone you’d spent the last two years thinking was dead would be enough of a 
shock. If her knowledge in contact war history told her anything, Garrus’s father might not be 
too happy to see him with a human. 


“You can rest here,” Nihlus purred. A sound that drew Garrus’s attention. Though his green 
eyes had moved to fix on her. “When we’re back, I'll run you through some basic drills in the 
training room downstairs.” 


“Drills?” Garrus said again. 


Nihlus shot his gaze back to him. Hovering steadily, until Garrus made a sharp click and took 
a Seat at the table, reaching for one of the takeout containers in front of him. It had something 
sushi shaped on it, though the exact ingredients were a mystery to her. 


Once he’d taken a piece for himself Nihlus spoke again. “The Council has ordered us to help 
the Alliance protect their colonies until we can get a handle on Cerberus. We’ll run drills with 
them this week. I want her ready when we do.” 


Garrus seemed to take that in. Not speaking as he stared down at his plate. His mandibles slid 
back just slightly. A look she still couldn’t decipher on him. 


“Planning to give her a crash course in turian basic training, Kryik?” His voice was wry. A 
little amused as he ducked his head to look at her. “Or will you just teach her to hotwire an 
evac pod mid-freefall?” 


She was still in awe of how little turians had to chew. Though the sharp teeth in his mouth 
were clearly only made for one thing. 


Nihlus gave him a dry rasp. An insincere laugh. “That one wasn’t even on the official report. 
You can’t prove anything.” He cocked his head, his eyes taking that predatory edge as he 
looked at Garrus. 


Garrus made a hard click, bracing an elbow on the table as he took the last piece from his 
plate. He seemed hungrier now. And clearly enjoying the fresh meal as much as she had. She 
wondered how long it had been since he’d had one. 


“Sounds like a good excuse for the Alliance to keep an eye on her,” he said. Like it was only 
a fact. Less angry than Nihlus had been. “Do you want to do it, Jane?” 


His blue eyes went to her. Assessing. 
“If we can protect the colonies, I want to help in any way we can,” she said. 


He studied her for a second before rumbling and turning back to his empty plate. “Good. 
Then we can work on your aim, too,” he said. 


Not even a question. Vakarain was loyal. A fact she was steadily beginning to admire about 
him. More than admire... 


Jane scoffed. “It’s not that bad.” He’d jumped to the suggestion rather fast. 


She saw the vague twitch of his uninjured mandible. “A good soldier knows there’s always 
room for improvement,” he said dryly. It was a reference to something. One she didn’t get. 
One that Nihlus seemed to recognize immediately. 


He made a smooth, provoking sound. A rough purr. 
“Typical C-sec brat,” he said. 


She saw color tinge the scales on Garrus’s neck. He made a low growl. Shooting a look at 
him across the table. 


“Typical cocky Spectre,” he purred, voice dipping, growing smooth. “Too good to follow the 
rules.” 


Nihlus trilled, posturing in a way she couldn’t miss. “Spoken like a true Vakarian.” 


She could feel the low rumble of his words. See the way the two of them looked at each 
other. Making her face warm. Her blood hot. Teasing each other. 


They liked it. The way Nihlus’s green eyes dilated, dialed in, his hand gripping her waist a 
little tighter, made it obvious. She could see the swell of Garrus’s chest beneath his jumpsuit 
as he inhaled. The subtle cock of his head and a low rumble as he looked down at her in 
Nihlus’s lap. 


“You should go,” she told him. “Before it gets too late.” 
Before they started something all three of them would need to, desperately, finish. 
She heard Garrus rumble. His blue eyes were blown as he studied her. 


“She’s right,” he said. Though he seemed to hesitate before he said it. Like he didn't want to. 
“You sure you'll be alright here by yourself?” 


Jane gave an affirmative nod.“I have my omni-tool if I need to reach you. I’Il be okay.” 


She didn’t doubt Nihlus had the house wired with enough security detail to make sure of it. 
Though it didn’t stop Nihlus from asking her again at the front door before both of them left. 


Nihlus made a passive click as he tilted her face up to him, standing in the doorway. "We'll 
take a cab so you have the car. If you decide to go anywhere just...tell me. Alright?" 


They lingered, clearly unhappy to be leaving her alone. Though she didn't want to be the 
reason Garrus didn't go. 


The house was quiet without them. 


It was a strange feeling. Being alone. Something she’d grown to associate with silence and 
dark space. With a place she couldn't escape. 


Feeling it by choice again was something she’d have to get used to. 


There was plenty of space to occupy her time. Rooms to explore. The first being the training 
room Nihlus had mentioned downstairs. It was sizable. Outfitted with plenty of things she 
couldn’t name. And an impressive number of weapons. 


He had a few rooms that were empty. One that looked like a makeshift comms room, which 
she didn’t disturb. And, likely the most surprising, something that looked like a spa. At least, 
from what she guessed was some kind of hot pool near the far corner. Though she wondered 
by the amount of steam as she grew closer if the water was far too hot for a human. 


The pool was built into the stone floor, with a few steps leading down into the water, lacking 
that familiar, chlorine scent she’d grown up with. 


Jane took a step closer to look in. A mistake, she realized, the second she did it. 


The water was dark. Giving her a stark image of her reflection. A brief flash. Only for that 
sudden, gripping feeling of panic to sweep over her. A memory of the last time she’d seen 
herself in the glassy surface. The cold breach of water against her face. A hand in her hair, 
holding her down in the swarm of bubbles. 


The claw of her hands against the tub. 

The fire-like burn of air in her chest. 

Warm tears against the cold swirl of water. 

Can t breathe—can t breathe—can t fucking— 

“Bite me again and I'll hold you under until you stop moving, slave!” 


She landed on her ass when she fell. Scrambling back from the edge of the water until she hit 
the wall. 


There was a frantic sound. One it took her a moment to recognize as her own gasping breath. 
Her hands curled to fists against the floor. 


Parts of the room were losing focus. Causing heat to flare in her temple as her implant 
triggered. Breathe. But she fucking couldn’t. Couldn’t think. Couldn’t feeling anything but 
the cold, the sting of the water in her nose, in her eyes, down her throat. 


She became vaguely aware of another sound. Something nearby. Faint at first. Until she 
squeezed her eyes shut, and the sound came again. 


Steady beeping. One after the other. 
Jane looked down, turning her wrist to see her omni-tool flashing with a message. 
A second passed and it pinged with another. 


Jane brought her tool up. She had to grip her wrist to keep it steady, her breath raw in the 
back of her throat. The first message appeared as she fumbled to swipe up with her thumb. 


“We’re going to Flux to celebrate! Who's in???” 
“Final 50 lets go!!” 


The first two she didn’t recognize. A moment of pause, then a third appeared with the 
familiar kalenko tag. 


“Jenkins and I are headed there. Williams is undecided. Scorpio, you in?” 


Before she had a chance to realize the question was for her, a flood of short replies scrolled 
across her screen. She managed to catch a few exclamation points, a gif of some guy nervous 
sweating, and a couple of salute emojis. 


“Alenko, you added Scorpio to the chat?? Mental.” 


The address from the first message returned to her screen. Jane’s grip laxed from her wrist as 
her shallow breathing began to steady. 


“Yeah. So. She can hear you.” 
Alenko’s reply was fast. Followed quickly by another from a tag she didn’t know. 


“Will she bring those three turians with her? I’ve always wondered how much one of them 
can drink...” 


More rapid replies. 

“T don t know, ask her.” 

“Three **Spectres, Laurie. Jesus.” 

“Two Spectres. One rouge gunner. Watch the vids again, Nat.” 
“Here we go.” 

Alenko’s address cropped up again. Bringing the rapid scrolling to an abrupt halt. 


“Coming, Scorpio?” 


Jane’s eyes hovered over the screen. Confused. More than confused why they would invite 
her. Why Alenko had even added her to the chat in the first place. Nearly a minute went by 
before she reached to type a slow message. 


“Whats the party for?” 
Another fast scroll of short replies. Then Alenko’s. 


“We all made the running for Captains squad. Thought we’d get together before spending 
the next week trying to kick each other s asses to impress your crew.”’ 


Her feet slid across the floor as she arched her legs. Staring down at the screen. 


Silence hung heavy in the 
room. 


It didn't seem right. Being included in something so... so normal. Is that what this was? 
Maybe it was just pity. 

Maybe it was a ploy. 

“Tt means they have a chance to observe you." 


She looked back at the edge of the pool still waiting in front of her. 


“Pathetic!” 


Saren’s voice bit down. She didn’t want to be this. Not this. Not something Nihlus and Garrus 
couldn't leave alone. Something they had to take care of. 


Jane swiped up on the last message to reply. 
“See you there.” 

She wouldn’t be that. 

Saren was right. If the Alliance wanted to observe her--fine. 
Scorpio. 

Wildcard. 


Biotic machine. 


If anyone was going to decide who she was, it was going to be her. 
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She was gripping a whiskey glass like it was a pistol in the middle of a crossfire. 
The only tell she was tense. 


To anyone else that still look on her face would’ ve been calm. Cool. Collected as a Spectre’s 
asset should’ve been. Giving nothing away. 


“Ts it true you carried that kid for two miles on Noveria without your heat reg on?” 


Hardly the first eager question of the night. She’d answered them all—or most—with that 
same level of composure. A raise of her eyebrow. A subtle cock of her head. Elbow resting 
on the bar-top behind her as she held her drink in the other hand. Her second of the evening. 


The group fluxed and waned. Growing when the story was good. Thinning when she rebuffed 
a personal question with a husky, “You wanna ask me a personal question, you’d better buy 
me dinner first.” 


The bite in her eyes told them it wasn’t an invitation. 
And she was all bite. 


Something most of them seemed to like. Keeping the crowd of Alliance crew piqued, even 
when she wasn’t. 


Why she was doing this to herself, he didn’t know. 

Suffering fools like this was beneath her. Though it told him exactly what he suspected. 
She planned to answer the Alliance’s request for aid. 

Charity. 


It didn’t suit her. They should be treating her as a superior. As the untouchable asset he’d 
fought that human Udina to keep her. Not some Alliance ground trooper with plenty to prove. 


She would need to learn better. 


And he planned to teach her. 


The way that scout hung around her made him rumble. Made him move in closer, passing 
easily through the crowd, unnoticed even to her, despite the fact she faced him fully. 


Human instinct is dull. Too weak. 


Saren wasn’t alone in watching her. She had the attention of passing patrons, and the 
occasional camera, though easily the most impressive was the armored krogan leaned on the 
railing of the top platform. Monitoring her closely. Courtesy of Vakarian’s pup, no doubt. 


It seems he wasn’t the only one keeping on eye on the human. Smart pup. 


She wasn’t difficult to tail. He’d smelled her the second he’d entered Flux. The moment he’d 
gotten a ping on his omni-tool that her vitals were unstable, the rapid, distressed uptick of her 
heart, he’d checked her geo-location. An easy task, given the asset tracker he’d passed onto 
her omni-tool outside of Udina’s office. 


She’d been too busy looking at him. Trying to touch his bandage. Asking foolish questions. 
“Does it hurt?” 
As if he could feel anything. 


Saren could smell her stress. Even through the crowd. Through the lingering, irritating scent 
of the other males that hung near her. Hovered. Watched her closely. None of them fit enough 
to even try for what they wanted. 


“They...don t always stay.” 
Hannah’s voice. The rogue, ghost scent of her feeling—her hurt. 


Another weakness of human males. One Jane Shepard would not suffer. He would be sure of 
it. 


“Will those turians be with you when we practice hand-to-hand drills?” 
“Scared to fight a turian, Laurie?” 


The female who spoke shot a look at one of the hovering males. Making him shift in a way 
that showed his discomfort. Good. 


“Like she could get rid of them. I’m surprised they let her off her leash for this long.” 
“Ash, come on.” 


That scout Alenko shot a warning gaze to one of the other females. A face he knew—one of 
the strays from Eden. If her aim had been better maybe he’d actually remember her name. 


Saren had trained the human well. Her expression was unaffected. Her tone that same poised, 
dry affront. 


“If you’ve got a problem with my crew, you can tell them on the training floor,” she replied, 
meeting the female’s gaze like a heat tracker. Precise and dangerous. 


A lull came. Ended as the first female made a sound. A rasping breath through her teeth. A 
scoff, he’d once learned. 


“Bold of you to assume she’s not the one holding the leash, Williams.” 


The group answered with that chattering sound of human laughter. He watched the scout 
Alenko lean closer to his human and drop his voice. 


“Sorry, they’re—uh—usually a little more behaved.” 


He didn’t pull away immediately. A fact which Saren gave his full, undivided attention. 
Zeroing in on the subtle movement of his dark, multi-colored eyes to somewhere lower. 
Perhaps her mouth. Or worse—her throat. 


She’d kept the zipper of her jumpsuit high enough to rebuff any leering. Though it didn’t stop 
the sudden rush of fresh blood to his muscles, the subtle heat of his scales, as he watched the 
scout’s eyes flickering quickly away. A turian’s natural response to the challenge. Ready for 
the fight. 


Hardly a challenge. 


The group was clearing the area now. Moving up the stairs towards the second level away 
from the bar. 


“Laurie and Jenkins want to dance. You coming, Scoripo?” 


That same human female spoke again. Causing Jane’s knuckles to whiten as she gripped her 
glass. A spike in her stress. He felt his talons close into a fist. A hurt—a fear of being 
touched. 


You should have been there. You should have stopped it. 
That hurt should never have belonged to her. 
“Maybe give her some space, Nat.” 


Alenko spoke before she could. He saw her drain the last swirl of liquid from her glass. 
Though it didn’t seem to deter the female. 


“T don’t dance,” Jane finally said. 


Saren saw the attention of the other female, Ash, as she stood a little straighter, eyes flashing 
down to her hand. Noticing her white knuckle grip. Her hesitation when no one else did. 


Sensing his human’s weakness. 

“Who comes to a nightclub and doesn’t dance?” 
Exploiting it. 

“Come on, it’ll be fun!” 


The movement was sudden. She grabbed her wrist. Dangling off the edge of the bar-top. 
Touching her. Pulling her without permission to her feet. 


Unacceptable. 
He heard the scout bark. “Ashely!” 


Saren snarled. Dropped propriety as he shoved his way past a group of salarians. Ready to 
pull her out. He’d been a fool to let her stay here at all. 


The rest of the group was following them. Alenko first after her. He saw the krogan push 
away from the railing, ready to meet them at the top of the platform. 


They were at the bottom of the stairs when he saw Jane reach for her. Saw the low, fire-like 
flash of the implant as her biotics flared. The jump of her muscle as she gripped the woman, 
pried her hand back, twisting it farther, past the limits of human anatomy, making her cry out, 
so quick the others had no time to see it—good gir/—before... 


The flash of white was sudden. 
The boom that followed deafening. 


Heat stung the air as the force knocked him forward. A second of silence after the blast. Then 
the screams...the screams.... always the worst. 


The device must have been planted near the bar. The blast radius was leveled. Just paces— 
mere feet from where the human had been sitting. 


The only evidence he needed. 

The mark had been her. 

Find her. Find her now. 

She was on her front, pushing up from the floor, stunned, but not bleeding. 
“Human!” 


Her green eyes were staring at the fire. At the leveled, black char of what used to be the bar. 
Moving immediately to him at his command. Wild. 


A second later the gunfire started. 


Move her. 


He saw several of the Alliance members draw their weapons. Duck for cover. Alenko reached 
to grab her and drag her backwards under the stairs. Out of sight. Saren snarled. 


He ducked back behind a toppled booth and shot a look in the direction of the gunfire. 
A handful of hostiles. Dressed in non-uniform armor. Mercs. 
Easy prey. 


He pushed forward with a growl, advancing toward the stairs as he drew his weapon. One of 
the hostiles fired at him. Rewarded with a fast shot through the visor. An easy kill. It sent the 
mercs shotgun down and sliding across the floor in his direction. 


“Jane!” 


He heard the now gratingly familiar sound of Alenko, calling out to her. The second he saw 
her, he knew it would do no good. Those wild, battle-ready eyes were locked, zeroed in on 
the next merc behind him. 


Good girl. 
“Human.” 


She looked at him. Just a flash. Quick enough to see it when he kicked the mercs gun to her 
across the floor. 


Show them who you are. 


She sprinted toward it without hesitation. Grabbed it up and off the floor without breaking 
stride. The next round was in the chamber with a fast pump of her dexterous hand, gripping 
the barrel, running up and onto the nearest upright table and firing shots at the merc head on. 


It took three to down him. Her aim needed work. He heard her growl, “Damn it, Garrus,” like 
she knew it for herself. Though what it had to do with Vakarian’s pup, he didn’t know. 


He heard the gun click, empty, and watched her cast it aside. 
“Human, cover!” 


She was reckless to run out without prepping her shield. Her proximity with Nihlus was 
bound to have side effects. Though he saw the air pulse the second he barked the command. 


Strong. 


Saren fired another shot though the next mercenary’s visor to cover her. Another quick kill. 
He was being merciful. Four more. 


Three, after the krogan posted at the railing downed another. 


“Scorpio, fall back! We should move as a unit—” 


The scout Alenko was advancing with several humans on his heel. Laughable. Leave it to the 
Alliance to need a squad for a one-man job. 


“Shit, what is that?” 


One of the other crew moved their pistol to aim at the crowded entrance. Civilians were still 
trampling to evacuate the area. Leaving one to stand out among them. Moving against the 
crowd. 


A drell. 


The second she saw him she was already advancing, shield up, rushing toward him with the 
full force of her biotics. 


Too hasty. 


The drell had a gun. Though he cast it aside the moment he saw she didn’t. Watching her 
omni-tool flare to life with that long, holo-blade. Making his strange mouth lift, a sudden 
spark in his eyes. Pleased. He reached for his belt to draw his own blade. 


An even match. 
The first tenet of an honor code. 
ASSASSIN. 


Saren raised his sights. Tracking the drell as he dodged her initial attack, leaving her to 
stumble. A greedy fighter would’ve gone for her then. But the drell knew better. Anticipating 
Saren’s waiting aim. Dodging the bullet the second he fired. Two more shots and his pistol 
would overheat. An open window for him to attack. The drell had been counting. 


Clever. 
The krogan on the stairs was busy firing at the nearest merc trying to flank her. Closing in. 


It clicked on that old part of him. That cold, drilled in, military trained calculus. So quick it 
wasn’t even a choice. His attention cut to the loosely organized Alliance band still skirting 
the fight. 


“Get yours sights on those mercs,” he barked. Seize command. “And a rifle on the drell.” 


That scout Alenko was wise enough to only hesitant a moment. Shooting a look back at his 
squad. 


“You heard him, move!” 


The assassin dodge her next assault, a biotic flare—hold back, don t let him exhaust you— 
before she seemed to catch onto his game. 


A drell was quick. 
But humans were clever. 


She ran toward him just as the drell did the same. A second before he could swing she sent 
out another flare. Forcing him to divert left. Right into the upswing of her holo-blade. 


“A good soldier isn t always the strongest. But they’re always the smartest.” 


An answer he regretted hearing. One he’d forced from Hannah after an insult he’d once 
hurled at her while he was still bleeding. Her hand deep in the wound on his shoulder. 


The memory of pain made him sharp. 


Saren clipped the drell with another shot. He stumbled. Swung his blade, catching Jane’s on 
her next swing. An expert save. But not enough to stop him. 


The fight was vicious. 


The human was lucky. She had dexterity on her side. And the quickness of mind to stay on 
top of him. Anticipating when to back off. When to move in, not give him a moment, even a 
second to breathe, the heat of her holo-blade warping the air with each merciless, fast cut, 
bleeding him twice before he managed the same. 


He couldn’t fire without risk of hitting her. A problem. One he quickly mended as the 
Alliance crew began to engage with the mercs, giving him cover to advance, raising his aim 
again when the drell caught her next swing, knocking her blade wide and sweeping her feet in 
the same maneuver. 


The human hit the floor on her back. 


Saren pulled the trigger. Knocking the blade from the drell’s hand when he moved to strike. 
He heard the whir of his pistol as the chamber overheated. Useless. Jane rolled quickly to 
kick the drell off his feet. 


He hit the ground. Holo-blade scattering out of reach. The drell shot a look at his blade, then 
up at Saren. 


The drell’s mouth made that same, upward movement. 
“Nothing personal, Arterius.” 


He heard a rifle fire. Missing him narrowly. The drell was gone before Saren could stop him. 
Disappearing into the frantic crowd. 


Jane was already moving to pursue. 


The moment she was in reach he grabbed her by the nape, pulled her up and onto her feet 
with a growl. 


“Unacceptable,” he snarled. She was panting, face red as she turned to him. 


He would reprimand her, and remind her to mind her shields, once they were somewhere 
secure. Away from her watching subordinates. 


Just the reminder made him rumble. 
“We’re going,” he said. 
“Where are you taking her?” 


He didn’t turn as he heard the scout call after them. Subverting the human to one of the 
empty emergency exits nearby. 


“Hey, you can’t just—!" 
Saren didn’t waste his time. 


C-Sec would come to investigate. They’d hold any present for questioning. Something he 
wouldn’t tolerate. Neither for her, nor himself. 


He was taking the human home. 
ok 
It was the same as he’d always remembered it. 


Not much, compared to where they’d just been. A hole in the wall house at the center of the 
Citadel suburbs. He wondered what Kryik must’ve thought of it. 


“Ready, kid?” 
He was still staring at it through the car window when Nihlus spoke. 


Garrus rumbled. A wordless acknowledgement. Popping the door open and stepping out onto 
the curb. The skylights were dimming with the coming of night-cycle. Even so, he could see 
the house inside was dark. 


Empty. 


Though it didn’t stop him from following the sidewalk up to the front door. Searching for the 
hidden lockbox his mom kept hidden in the bushes. 


He heard a ping on Nihlus’s omni-tool. The tap of his talon. A low rumble. 
“Jane?” Garrus turned his head to look at the Spectre. 
Those pistol-sharp eyes hovered on his screen for a second. Followed by a click. 


“Just checking in. She’s fine.” 


The spike in his scent, that heated, gripping smell of another male climbed in the air. 
Stressed. 


Liar. 


Garrus rumbled again. He’d transferred a generous amount of creds to Wrex to have him post 
up outside of Kryik’s place. If something had happened he’d already know about it. If she 
decided to go somewhere, she’d have backup. 


“Let’s make this quick,” Garrus said. 
He’d only come here for one reason. 


It was strange, coming face to face with the living room when he opened the door. Seeing 
everything, exactly as it had been. And realizing his home, his family, had a scent that he’d at 
some point forgotten. 


Smelling it again was like a memory. He could picture the last time he’d ever stood in the 
entryway. Duffle on his shoulder as his mom watched him go, hugging him once, then again, 
telling him they were both so proud of him, like his father had been right beside her, just as 
ready to see him off. Even though he hadn’t been. 


No surprise. 
“T put a picture in your bag. In case you miss home.”’ 


“Garrus.” 


Garrus was staring at the empty space where she’d stood. The sound of Nihlus’s voice pulled 
him back. Smooth and low. 


He ducked his head to gaze out over the living room. 
“Tt all looks the same.” 


He could hear the low hum of cars passing outside. The only sound as he moved forward into 
the kitchen. Studying the empty table. The dishes in the sink. A couple of bills posted on the 
fridge. 


All of it, the same. Like the last two years of...everything...had never happened. Like he’d 
never even left. 


He couldn’t count the number of times he’d laid in his bunk on Axia’s ship, imagining the 
small things. A crack in the kitchen tile. The film of dirt that stuck to the window above the 
kitchen sink. Things that made this place real. 


Not perfect. But home—the thing he used to miss most. 


“Do you ever miss home?” 


Garrus ducked his head to look back at Nihlus, standing in the kitchen entryway behind him. 
His green eyes were roaming the area in silence. They shifted to him when he spoke. 


He’d always wondered. Watching the interviews of him on the extranet. This badass renegade 
Spectre who fought like he had nothing to lose. 


But did he? Did he ever miss what he’d left behind? 
Nihlus studied him for a second. Then let his gaze shift back to the kitchen. 
“My home was never like this,” he said. 


There was a hardness to his voice. Telling Garrus there was something else underneath. An 
old hurt. 


Garrus didn’t ask. Not liking the way Nihlus had answered. And not about to dig into that 
hurt to find out. 


He led Nihlus through the living room in silence. Stopping in the hall when he passed Sol’s 
bedroom. 


The door was left open. The area spotless, bed made, ticking all the boxes of the checklist 
their dad kept posted on the fridge. 


Garrus felt a flicker of guilt at the thought. At the fact that he’d left Sol to face the brunt of 
their dad’s expectations alone. 


Did she resent him for leaving her? 


The door at the end of the hall was closed. Something he wasn’t used to. Something he’d 
never been allowed to do as a kid. Staring at it now felt wrong. 


It slid open when he approached. Granting him the sudden, strange rush of familiarity. Like 
looking in the mirror and not seeing yourself. But someone else. Someone you recognize. But 
isn’t you. 


Garrus stood in the doorway for several seconds. Feeling Nihlus come up behind him. 
He heard him rumble. A low, quiet sound. 
“Smells like you,” he said. 


Garrus’s eyes fell to the desk at the foot of the bed. To the old monitor and keyboard sitting 
idle, surrounded by gutted components, upgraded pieces of computer equipment, now 
abandoned tech projects he’d once scraped to save for. 


He came to stand over it. Taking up a piece of something—an old drive chip he’d pulled from 
a decommissioned C-Sec tablet. A gift from his dad. Garrus twisted the piece to study it in 
the low, fading light of the window. 


“Impressive, Vakarian.” 


Garrus ducked his head to look back at Nihlus. The Spectre was standing beside his bed, 
looking up at the wall above the headboard, at the... 


Oh...oh spirits no. 
“T don’t remember signing off on this poster.” 
That’s because it wasn’t a poster. 


It was a picture, one Garrus had blown up and hung over his bed, a close up shot of Spectre 
Kryik during the infamous shootout at the Citadel bar, kicking a hand grenade back at a 
krogan seconds before it went off. 


Reckless. 


It was the first time Garrus had seen anyone do it. He’d pulled the image off of the C-Sec 
tablet from his dad’s visor-video of the incident. 


And like an idiot he’d blow it up into a poster to hang on his wall. So that Nihlus could see it 
for himself. Right now, standing in his childhood bedroom—something fourteen-year-old 
him had never anticipated would be a problem. 


“That’s—uh—” 
The tablet drive made a light clatter as he dropped it on the desk. 


Nihlus cocked his head as he looked up at it. Green eyes sharp in the light of the window. 
Thrumming in amusement. 


The smug bastard. 


“T was expecting something.” Nihlus slid a mandible back. “Maybe a few human Fornax 
spreads hidden under the bed. But this...” 


His voice dipped into a low purr. Turning to face him fully as Garrus moved in. What was he 
going to do? Tear the poster off the wall? He’d already seen it. Spirits, the second he died he 
was going back to haunt his childhood self until the day he died again. 


A sudden thought dug in. 

What if he told Jane? 

The heat that burned up his neck was unbearable. 

Nihlus made a low trill. Green eyes honing in on the color he knew was now visible there. 


He saw his shoulders ease back in response. A flash of those dark scales on his throat. Giving 
him that Spectre-cool, self-assured, militant posture. 


Garrus’s vocals went still. 


He watched the Spectre bring the curled talon of his trigger finger and run it down his lower 
abdomen. A lewd gesture. 


“But why am I surprised, Vakarian?” Nihlus rasped. His voice dark and low. “I know exactly 
how much you like what you see.” 


Garrus didn’t back up when he came. Letting the Spectre invade his space. Butting his hip 
with his own to back him up against the desk. 


An aggressive gesture. Both a challenge, and an invitation. 


Heat raced down his neck and chest. Building lower in the pit of his stomach. He reached to 
grip Nihlus by the lethal angle of his waist. Feeling the growing warmth of his bare scales 
beneath his jumpsuit. Warm with want. With heat. Heat for him. 


Garrus rumbled. Dropping to a purr as he turned his face against Kryik’s. Not remembering 
in the moment that he was giving him the scarred side of him. The part he couldn’t stand to 
look at. 


He skimmed their faces together. Pulling Nihlus a little harder against him. His voice dipped 
low as he spoke, “Don’t act like you don’t, Kryik.” 


Nihlus rasped. A dark laugh. Pushing Garrus harder against the desk. Cocking his head to 
bring the heat of his breath to his neck. “Never said I didn’t,” he purred. 


Garrus huffed. He felt the sudden rush of his teeth across his throat. A soft bite. Testing that 
vulnerable place. A turian gesture of closeness. Of trust. More than trust. 


Bonded. 


Garrus ducked his head, hearing the Spectre pant at the sudden closeness, bringing the dry, 
heated skim of their mouths together. A gesture Nihlus leaned in to. 


He felt the warmth of Nihlus’s tongue as it raced along his mouth—then his own as Garrus 
let his tongue come out to taste him. 


Nihlus braced a hand on the desk behind him. The other came to cup the side of his face. 
Talon’s beneath his fringe. Gripping. 


Before he could do more, Garrus heard the low thud of the front door. 
A familiar warning. 


For a second neither of them moved. Faces hovering close together. Mingling their soft, 
panting breath. 


Then that tumbling, dark feeling of dread. 


He didn’t think it was possible for his heart to beat any faster. Nihlus rumbled. A low, steady 
sound. 


“T’ve got your six, Garrus.” 


Garrus ducked his head to glance at the door. Holding onto Kryik a second longer before 
pushing away from the desk. 


He already knew they were there. 


He was standing in the entryway, facing the hall. Meeting his gaze head-on the second they 
emerged. 


For a moment neither of them spoke. Garrus came to stand in the living room. The air 
shallow in his chest. Looking his father in the eye. 


A second passed and his dad’s gaze slid away. Moving to Nihlus behind him. He saw his 
fringe narrow. 


“What are you doing in my house?” 


It was strange, the things you forget are so familiar. Like the smell of a house. The look of 
someone’s face when it’s more than just a memory. 


His father’s hard, structured voice was one of those things. 
“Dad.” 
He didn’t look at him. Wasn’t looking at anything, anyone, but Nihlus. 


“T should’ve known,” he rumbled. “When I first got the news from Arterius, I thought it was 
a cruel joke.” His face was strict. Unreadable as he spoke. “Then I saw the vids of you and 
that...crew on Noveria.” 


“I’m not here to start trouble,” Nihlus said. 
His voice was that low, dark hum. Careful to stay composed. 
His dad scoffed. 


“T find that hard to believe. Wherever there’s trouble, a Kryik is never far behind.” He 
unfurled a talon, not lifting his hand as he pointed at Garrus. “I don’t know what you have 
him caught up in, but my family wants no part in it.” 


It stung. My family. Not our. 


“I’m not caught up in anything,” Garrus said. “Nihlus is here because I asked him to be. I just 
want to talk.” 


His father’s attention shifted back to him. Not him. To the unbandaged scar on his face. 
Making him suddenly aware of it. 


“Arterius contacted me to report your status months ago. You’ve had plenty of time to talk,” 
he said. “It looks to me like you’ve made your choice.” 


His dad’s hard eyes scoured his face. Garrus knew immediately what he was looking at. At 
what was no longer there. 


“Barefaced coward.”’ 


He bit down on a growl. “I didn’t choose anything,” Garrus said. “If you’re not going to 
listen to me I can talk to mom.” He could talk to her. She would listen to him. 


“T put a picture in your bag. In case you miss home.”’ 

She was always there for... 

“My wife isn’t here.” 

Garrus rumbled. Feeling his fringe narrow. “Where is she?” 

“On Palaven. At the ground base hospital.” His father’s voice was like stone. 
The air fell quiet between them. 

“Why?” 


So still. So still and low, hovered on a knife’s edge. Like his voice was the only thing 
between them, and something terrible. Something he wasn’t sure he wanted to know. 


“You ask as if it matters to you,” his dad replied. “As if I’d ever let her see what you’ve done 
to yourself.” 


“That’s the problem with Citadel cops. They like to make accusations before they know the 
full story.” 


Nihlus’s voice cut between them. Dark and low. 


His dad didn’t flinch. Returning his gaze to Kryik. Face smooth, utterly unreadable. “Your 
arrogance 1s never amusing,” he said. “Don’t pretend like you’re playing the hero. You’re 
nothing but a government issued thug.” 


“Dad.” 


Anger bit down. It was Nihlus’s turn not to flinch. His dad didn’t look away from him. 
Keeping Nihlus dead in his sights. 


“Whatever it is my son has decided to make of his life, I hang the blame squarely over you,” 
he said. “I know exactly how much damage your recklessness can cause.” 


Garrus clicked. Anger building. Closer and closer to that boiling point he was all too familiar 
with. 


“Dad.” 


“You don’t belong anywhere but the mercenary pit you crawled out of. I want you out of my 


" 


“Castis!” 


Garrus stepped in front of him. Blocking Nihlus from his line of sight. Forcing him to meet 
his gaze. 


“Enough.” 
“Garrus?” 


He hadn’t heard the door open. Hadn’t realized she was standing there, watching from the 
entryway until she said his name. Sol was still holding her backpack in one hand. Straps 
dangling on the tile. 


His talons furled shut. Masking some of his posture. 

Too aggressive, you'll scare her. 

Did she hate him too? 

Garrus growled, bit down on the thought, training his attention on the turian in front of him. 
He couldn’t look at her. Not now. Not after the last time. 

He took a step closer to his father. 


“If you want me to leave, fine,” he said, his voice dropping low. “But if you want me to stay 
away, you’re going to send Solana back to Palaven with mom.” His gaze drilled in, unwilling 
to let him look away. “I’ve spent the last two years keeping her safe. The least you can do is 


try.” 
His father was silent. Unmoving. Giving him that same hard, unreadable stare. 
Garrus clicked. Accepting it. 


“If you don’t want another bareface in the family, I suggest you do it fast,” he rumbled. 
“Plenty of slavers in the market for a turian. I was lucky to get out.” 


Garrus ducked his head. Glancing at Nihlus behind him. “Thanks to this government issued 
thug.” 


He turned to look back at his father. Holding his gaze. Then pulled away. 


He knocked shoulders with him as he passed. 


“T’1]1 send word once the issue is neutralized.” 


It wouldn’t be safe for her here until Cerberus was dealt with. She was a vulnerable point. 
Too easy to use against him. She needed protection. 


Garrus didn’t look back when he left. Feeling Nihlus follow him through the opened door and 
out onto the sidewalk. If his father didn’t want him there, he had no reason to stay. Or to 
come back. 


“Garrus!” 
Solana’s voice trailed them out onto the porch. 


It stung. Something he told himself not to feel. He clamped down on the whine in his 
subvocals as he slid first into the car. Nihlus ducked in beside him before shutting the door. 


“Garrus, wait!” 


He got a glimpse of her running after him down the sidewalk as the car lifted, starting off 
down the street. Garrus reached to grip the seat in front of him. Only getting small increments 
of air with the rapid rise and fall of his chest. 


“T put a picture in your bag...” 
Would he remember them without it? 
“In case you miss home.” 

“Pup.” 


His eyes flickered up to the rearview mirror. Expecting to see empty street. Just a fading 
glimpse of the house behind him. Something he’d commit to memory. Instead he saw his 
sister still running as the car picked up speed. 


Even then she didn’t stop. 


She just kept running. Falling farther behind. Still close enough he could see her face. See 
that look, that exact one she’d had on the Citadel. 


Worse than hurt. Worse than pain. 


It was the same feeling he’d felt, staring up at the dark ceiling of Axia’s ship, imagining 
cracked kitchen tiles and windows above the sink. 


Chasing the memory of home. 
“Stop the car.” 
He felt Nihlus turn to look at him. 


His talons dug into the seat in front of him. 


“Nihlus.” 


The car slowed as Kryik quickly keyed something into the pad on the center console. The 
second it was low enough Garrus opened the door and jumped out. Not waiting for it to stop. 


She was still calling his name when he started to run. Like he was back on Noveria. Feet in 
the snow, running head-first into the sound of gunfire. Thinking of nothing but how badly he 
didn’t want to leave her behind. 


“Garrus!” 

He caught her at full stride. Holding her tight the second he did. 

“Please don’t leave.” Her grip was painful. Talons clawing at his back. “Please come back!” 
She made that awful keen. Gasping for air as she clung to him. Face buried in his shoulder. 
“I’m sorry, Sol.” Spirits... “I’m sorry.” 


He didn’t know what else to say. Didn’t know what to do except for hold her. Let her cling to 
him as she cried. 


He’d be wrong. 
And damned stupid to think he could do it. 


No matter what, no matter how his father felt, there was one thing he hadn’t lost. One thing 
he couldn’t leave behind. No matter who he might be. 


“T won't,” he said. 

A promise. 

“T’ll come back.” 

She was still whining. Still clawing to hold onto him. 
“When?” she said. 


The way she sobbed the word made him wince. He didn’t know. But he didn’t want to tell 
her that. 


“The first second I can,” he said. 


“He didn’t mean it.” He felt her arms squeeze. Holding tighter. “Whatever he said. You know 
he didn’t.” 


Garrus rumbled softly. Talons furling as he held her. 


“Even when money got tight. And he had to start sending mom to Palaven. He didn’t want to 
sell the house in case...” Solana whined again. Pulling back enough to meet his gaze. Like a 


human, dead in the eye. “He said if you came back, he wanted to make sure you could find 
us. He never stopped looking, Garrus, I swear. He...” 


Her gaze fell. He saw her shoulders drop a little before she let her head fall to butt against his 
chest. Still holding on. “I thought you were dead.” Her voice grew small. Farther off. “But 
he never gave up.” 


“Solana.” Garrus let his hand come to rest on her shoulder. Pulling her back a little to look at 
her face again. Seeing for the first time how tired it was. “Where’s mom?” 


Her mandibles pulled in. A stark contrast to the human equivalent of a frown. A look Jane 
had now gotten him usd to. 


“She was supposed to be back yesterday. Dad wanted her to see a specialist for her 
headaches.” 


“Headaches?” 

She was closely studying his face now. Eyes a little frantic. Like it might disappear. 
“Yeah. They’re...new.” 

Ah. Right. Two years was a long time. 

“Let me see your omni-tool,” Garrus said. 


Her blue eyes flickered down. She took a step away, bringing up her arm in the same second 
he took it. He quickly cued up a geo-tag and a contact card. Her forearm swayed a little as he 
sent it through with a tap of their tools. 


“T don’t want you going anywhere without dad on the Citadel,” he rumbled. “If you get into 
any kind of trouble, even if you just get a bad feeling, I want you to call me.” 


His sister was looking down at her omni-tool. 
“Garrus, what’s going on? Where...where have you been? And why are you with—” 


There was a ping on his tool, cutting her off before she could finish. Garrus glanced down at 
it. Seeing Wrex’s tag crop up on screen. 


He took a step back as he reached to tap it. 


The second the video started he could hear it. The rapid sound of gunfire. The panicked 
screaming of civilians near the camera. 


“Jane!” 


Garrus bristled. He dropped his arm, ducking his head to see Nihlus standing on the curb 
beside the parked car. His arm was up. Already staring at his omni-tool. Even from here he 
could smell his mate’s stress. 


“Garrus?” 

He turned to look back at his sister. Reaching to grab her by the shoulder. 
“Go back inside. Stay with dad. Don’t leave the house.” 

“What’s happening—wait, where are you going?” 

He swiped Wrex’s message, cueing up a vid call. 

“T mean it, Sol. Now.” 


He’d send Aleena to watch the house. He didn’t trust his dad to stay with her—especially if 
C-Sec called him in. It looked like they’d need all the help they could get. 


“There’s been an attack on the Citadel.” 
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He was still holding her by the scruff when they made it through the door. 


She might’ve stumbled if he hadn’t been. Two doubles, neat, and she was already drunk. She 
couldn’t think of the last time she’d actually had a drink. Batarians had a bigger taste for 
drugs than alcohol—which had always made the world less swoopy, and more— 


ce 


handling a shotgun, drunk, no less. You are no better than Spectre Kryik.” 
Oh, right. 


Saren was angry with her. If it wasn’t evident by the way he gripped her nape like a soaked 
kitten, it was obvious in the low, thrumming snarl of his voice. He pushed her into the dark 
scape of the house and slammed the keypad beside the door with his fist. 


Jane made another growling swipe at his arm. Making the wire muscle flex underneath her 
hand. 


“Tm fine,” she said. 


Though he seemed anything but convinced. Downing that second glass just before Williams 
had made a grab for her definitely wasn’t helping her case. 


The Spectre dragged her through the dark maze of the unlit living room, forcing her to keep 
stride with him until they reached the tiled outline of a bathroom. 


She reached to shield her eyes as a light flickered on overhead. 
“Damn it, what are you—” 


Saren snarled, reaching to twist on the familiar chrome of a faucet. She felt the air shift cold 
as water sprayed down from the showerhead into the tub. 


“Wait—no, don’t—!" 
Panic flickered. Gripping. Making her gasp as she was shoved under the icy stream. 
“Not a muscle, slave! You’re filthy.” 


The memory threatened to seize her. To drown her mind in the instant image of a batarian 
standing in front of her with a hose, watching her shiver, naked, still red with blood. Johns 
blood. 


“Dont move, slave!”’ 


“Look at me!” 


She felt talons leave her neck. Coming to grip her jaw. Squeezing. Demanding her attention. 
The hard snarl of his voice brought his face into focus. His pale eyes were on hers—sharp 
and zeroed in. Unrelenting. 


“Don’t you dare let it take you. You look at me.” 


She was breathing wildly. Unaware of it until he postured, ducking his head, making her 
suddenly aware of the impossible size difference between them. Fuck, he was tall. 


“T am the only one in the room. You are not there, you are here. Say it.” 


Her mind reeled, grappling to hold onto his words. To not let the memory drag her back in, 
not drown in the wave of terror, pushed in by the spray of cold water, that gripping, gasping 
feeling of panic. 


“I’m...” a hoarse pant as she reached to grab his arm, the soaked, heated feeling of it beneath 
his now wet jumpsuit, nothing but solid, turian muscle, gripping it like a lifeline, “I’m here.” 


Saren didn’t relent. Water was dripping from the bent angle of his elbow. Feeling the icy cold 
spray for himself like it was nothing. 


“Where?” he demanded. 


The question made some of the room come back into focus as she scrambled to answer. To 
take in her immediate surroundings and gather the finer details for herself. 


“T’m...in a room—a bathroom.” 


White tile, slicked in water. A tall, infrared drier scaling the wall. No towels. No toiletries on 
the sink. A toppled bottle of shampoo and that strange, sand-like soap she’d seen on the 
ledge of Nihlus’s shower the last time she’d taken one. 


Her shampoo. 

His soap. 

Nihlus. 

“At Nihlus’s house. With you.” 
He’d brought her back. 


Saren was eerily silent. Keeping those gunmetal eyes on her a second longer. Studying her 
face with no room for error. 


“You continue to let your weaknesses control you. They are too easy to exploit.” 


A small amount of heat swarmed in as the spray of water suddenly cut off. The warmth of his 
hand left her face. He took a step back, triggering the infrared drier on the wall. It sent red 
light across his face, the blade-like line of his jaw as he watched her, turning his eyes to 
silver. 


“That human Williams was able to see it too quickly. You will learn to ground yourself. I will 
not have your subordinates get the better of you.” The steel grip of his voice was familiar 
now. Comforting, if only for that fact. Giving her something to hold on to. “Remove your 
clothes. You’re soaked.” 


Jane felt her hand curl shut. Trying to disguise some of her shivering—an impossible task. 


She felt raw, jittery, but clear. And much less drunk. After a second of staring, the Spectre 
clicked. His shoulders eased back, taking a noticeable posture as he ducked his head, turning 
away. 


“Human propriety,” he rumbled. “As foolish as it’s always been, it seems.” 


Jane reached for her zipper the second his back was to her. Eager to remove the cold outer 
layer of her jumpsuit. It made a slopping sound as it landed on the tile beside him. Something 
that earned her a light snarl. 


He didn’t turn when she stepped out, reaching to grab the towel from the wall beside him. 
The heat of the infrared drier was pleasant. Chasing away some of that lingering, frayed sense 
of panic she’d felt a moment ago. 


She was still wrapping herself in her towel when he turned back. Though his eyes went to 
nothing but her face. Zeroing in a second later on a strand of her wet her, stuck to the front of 
her shoulder. 


He seemed to study it for a moment. Then reached for it with a low rumble. Too quiet for a 
growl. Not soft enough to be a trill. She felt the razor edge of his touch as it skimmed the 
front of her chest, taking up the lock with one of his talons, lifting it to examine. 


“The water stains it.” 
His voice dropped. Making the words low...quiet. Just between them. 


“Only when it’s wet,” she looked up from the soaked strand to study his face. Wrapped in a 
thought she couldn’t read. “It lightens again once it’s dry.” 


He let the strand linger in his curved talon. Squeezing it lightly to test the texture with his 
thumb. It sent several beads of water down onto the front of her chest. A sight that drew his 
attention. 


His frigid eyes tracked one in silence. Utterly still. They grew distant a moment. Distracted. 
Then shifted, suddenly, to the front of her bare neck. 


She saw his throat flex with a low sound. One she couldn’t hear. Though she could almost 
feel it. Dark on the air between them. 


There and gone. As quickly as it’d come. Replaced by a hushed growl, the low rise of his 
chest as he inhaled, bristled, looking back at the open door. 


His hand fell away. 
“Jane?” 
Garrus. 


Saren snarled. Through the door before she could stop him. Leaving her to follow as he 
retreated back into the bedroom. 


He pointed a dagger talon to the bed without turning to look at her. To the pile of clothes she 
and Garrus had bought this morning, still in their tags. 


“Cover yourself,” he commanded. 
He was angry. More than angry. 


Jane dropped her towel and grabbed the first jumpsuit she could, staggering into it one leg at 
a time as she followed him. Ready to stand between him and Nihlus and whatever was about 
to happen. 


He was standing in the entryway when they emerged into the living room. Green eyes 
seeking and finding her with frightening accuracy. Then moving to Saren. Locking in. 


“Get the fuck out of my house.” 
His voice was cool. Nothing but venom. 


He moved in toward Saren. Shoulders easing back, showing their muscle, talons open and 
ready at his side. Displaying his size. Nothing but aggressive. 


Saren didn’t back off. Stopping in front of Jane as she jerked the zipper of her jumpsuit up 
beneath her chin. She saw the muscle of his arm make that lean movement as he clasped his 
hands behind his back. A clear statement. 


Unwilling to back down. 


“Of all the reckless, foolish things you have ever done, this is by far the worst!” Saren 
barked. “Allowing the human to roam the Citadel unprotected. A wanted target by both the 
Alliance, and a human terrorist syndicate. Unacceptable.” 


“She was not unprotected.” Nihlus cocked his head. Eyes on nothing but him. Coming to 
stand in front Saren. “I tagged her location when she messaged me from the car. Vakarian had 
eyes on her on the ground. I would never let her roam the Citadel unguarded.” 


Jane felt heat burn up her face. Had all three of them been watching her? 


“She needs the freedom to decide what she wants. I won’t restrict her from making decisions 
for herself,” Nihlus said. 


His eyes were cutting. Tracking Saren in front of her, who stood blocking her from view. 


“What the human needs is instruction,” Saren’s voice was all bite. That hard, merciless snarl. 
“She knows nothing of the galaxy beyond her colony. You left her to fend for herself when 
what she requires is guidance.” 


Nihlus clicked. His eyes that cool, predator stare. “You have no idea what my female needs,” 
he said. 


His voice stayed low. A stark contrast to Saren’s anger. 


The way he said it, my female. Without emphasis. Like it was the most natural thing. Jane 
shot a glance at Garrus, several paces behind Nihlus, blue eyes dialed in on Saren. Just as 
ready to move between the two as she was. 


When she looked at him, his gaze flickered to her. Falling immediately to the jumpsuit she’d 
managed to pull on seconds before. She didn’t miss the way his attention lingered on the blue 
fabric. Making her swallow. 


She heard the low rush of an inhale. The sound of a turian male scenting the air. Followed by 
Saren’s low, rolling rumble. He shifted toward Nihlus. Making her say his name. 


“Saren.” 


It was enough to stop him. Though he didn’t move away. Holding Nihlus’s gaze head on. A 
deadly, eerie look on him. Burning hot. When he spoke his voice was a deep thrum. 


“The human’s throat is bare. I see no reason to assume you know what her needs are.” 
It was his words that did it. Did something to Nihlus she didn’t understand. 


She saw his fringe narrow. Green eyes dilating as his chest collapsed with a sudden exhale. 
Flexing as it rose again to scent the air. His gaze shifted back to her. 


“Her scent is sweet, pup,” Saren said, cocking his head, still with that same, deep rumble to 
his words. “Unmarked. So easy to trail.” 


She saw the jump of his bicep as Nihlus let his hand curl into a fist. Green eyes only a halo, 
tracking her in the dark. 


“Even the Alliance scout could sense it,” he crooned to him. “His pack hung near it all 
night.” 


She heard Garrus rumble behind him. A low growl. 


“He was first to pull her from the line of fire. The only thing that matters once it starts. No 
matter how many eyes you have on her.” 


She didn’t know why he was saying it. If he was doing it just to hurt him. Though it wasn’t 
hurt on his face as Nihlus watched her. Breath shallow with the rise and fall of his chest. The 
muscle of his arms flexing with the tight close of his hands. A display. 


“Perhaps you’re right, pup. Perhaps I don’t know what the female needs. Though Alenko 
certainly did, when the time came.” 


“Saren, that’s enough.” 


Her voice was hard. Cutting the dark air between them. She could see the response to her in 
his posture. Though he didn’t turn. Only huffing softly. A cold sound of amusement. 


“You will not leave this house unguarded again, human. Am I clear?” 
There was no room in his tone to argue. She knew he’d made his decision. 
“Understood.” 


He made no sound when she answered. Lingering in front of Nihlus a moment longer before 
moving past him, knocking shoulders. 


“She should be prepping for the Alliance's scrutiny,” he growled. "Not out drinking with its 
dogs." 


None of them moved as he left. The air still and quiet even as the door shut behind him. 
Leaving nothing between Nihlus and herself. 


He was still watching her. Breath labored and shallow. Anchored in place. Was he angry with 
her? 


His talons unfurled when she took a step toward him, saying his name. “Nihlus, ?’m—" 
“Garrus.” 

His voice was immediate. Harsh. A command. 

Garrus moved past him without a second thought. “I got her, Kryik.” 


He moved between them. Leading her away and back through the door of the bedroom. She 
saw him lock the door once it was closed. 


Jane turned to look up at him as he led her further into the light streaming in from the 
bathroom. “What are you doing?” 


Garrus didn’t answer, bringing her to stand in front of him. His hands took her shoulders. 
Giving them a soft squeeze. She saw his mandibles pull in tight to his jaw. 


“You’re cold,” he said. Voice a frown as his blue eyes seemed to search her over. 


“Ts he alright?” Jane shot a look back at the door. 


Garrus didn’t answer at first. Not until he seemed satisfied tallying her wounds. Only small 
cuts and scrapes she’d earned from her fight with the drell. Mostly washed now from the cold 
shower. 


“He’s...” Garrus huffed, ducking his head to look back at the door. Then returning to her. 
“Just give him a little while. Let him cool off.” 


She felt her jaw flutter. “Nihlus is mad. I shouldn’t have left, Saren was right,” she said. 


Garrus rumbled. A purr. His hand came to rest on the side of her face. Talons in her hair. A 
touch she loved. Not quite so soft as Nihlus when he did it. Like he was still learning to be 
gentle. 


He tilted her face up to his. 


“He's not mad. And neither am I. Saren is...Saren.”” He made a low sound. A muted growl. 
“He fights dirty. He wants Nihlus to keep an eye on you, and he’II deal as many low blows as 
he needs to make that happen.” 


He wanted to provoke him. She knew that much. 
“Her scent is sweet, pup. Unmarked...” 

Though maybe provoke wasn’t the right word at all. 
Instinct. 


That was the look she’d seen. One she knew well, all over his face, in the aching flex of his 
muscles as Nihlus had crawled over her in the cage, running himself, his mouth and tongue, 
over every inch of her that he could reach. Marking her. 


Not provoke, no. 7rigger. An impulse he couldn’t help. Even if she didn’t understand why. 


“The human's throat is bare.’ 


Jane reached for the zipper of her jumpsuit. Something that got Garrus’s immediate, 
undivided attention. His mandibles fell a little the second she did it. 


“What does it mean?” she asked. Pulling the zipper down. Making his eyes pulse with the 
dark burn of his pupils, scorching away the blue color just behind. “You said you couldn’t 
control it. Nihlus couldn’t either. Not the first time he...” 


“Take all of me, female. Please...” 
“Jane.” 


Garrus shifted closer. His voice a low rasp. His hand slid down from her face to cover her 
neck. Face ducking, coming immediately to skim his nose along the line of her jaw. 
Breathing in like he couldn’t stop it. 


“It’s...” his warm breath was a shudder across her neck. “Spirits, it’s so good.” She felt the 
deadly edge of his talon as his thumb ran a line down her throat. Like he was admiring how 
soft it was. 


“Garrus,” her voice grew breathless. Body warming to his touch. “Tell me,” she said. 


Garrus made a long, low purr. Leaning farther into her. His voice was that deep, mind 
melting rumble. 


“It’s so soft, human. The most vulnerable place on us. Letting someone touch it means you 
trust them with your life. That you let us close enough to taste you. And marking it...” 


His breath left him in a rush. Like just the idea made his thoughts soften. 


“Spirits, it’s hard not to, Jane. It’s instinct. To mark what’s ours. So anyone who sees you... 
anyone who smells you...knows you have someone...watching your six.” 


To mark whats ours. That word. Ours. There was no reason as to why she liked it so much. 
But she did. 


He was still standing over her, bowed to let his face nuzzle against hers. Holding her throat 
softly in his hand. 


“T bit you too hard last time... You're so soft, human. Even there...” 


She felt his arm flex a little as he pulled her in. Pressing her body to his. That impressive 
display of his muscle and height. 


“Do you want to do it every time?” she asked. 


The question made his breathing pick up. “No,” he pulled back just enough to bow his face in 
front of hers, pressing their foreheads together. “Only when your throat is bare. When I 
can’t... smell myself on you anymore. It’s harder to control when you don’t smell like me.” 


Because of how badly he wants you to. 
A thought that made her knees a little weak. 


“Do most turians let it fade?” Her voice was a little lower. Husky with the rising heat in her 
face. She’d liked the feeling. When they’d done it, and afterward. Having a part of them with 
her wherever she went. She missed seeing the marks in the mirror now. 


Garrus was quiet for a long moment. Clearly thinking of something. His breath warm against 
her mouth. 


“When a bond is new,” he finally said. His blue eyes appeared in the dark as he looked down 
at her. “Making it permanent is...It means something. It’s a promise. The most important one 
any turian can make.” 


“Oh.” 


She clamped down on the sudden rush of embarrassment for asking. There was a serious look 
to his face she wasn’t used to. Staring down at her with a sudden, heavy silence. She felt the 
talon of his thumb come up to test her lower lip. A soft touch. 


“Turians mate for life,” he said. “It’s biological. Once we bond the feeling doesn’t go away.” 


That serious look lingered. Different from the sharp, playful edge she'd grown used to on 
him. Making him look older. More certain, deeply certain, of what he was saying. 


She studied his gaze in silence. Trying to imagine what it would be like without this feeling. 
To look at him, at Nihlus, and want anything but a tomorrow they were in. As many moments 
like this as she could have. Good or bad. As long as they were in them. With her. Always 
with her. 


She didn’t want a life without them. A feeling that scared her. That she didn’t dare say out 
loud. Instead reaching to put her hand on the side of his face. That hurt part. The one he 
couldn’t stand to look at. Letting her forehead rest forward against his again. 


Garrus purred at the sudden touch. 
“Good,” she said softly. Feeling him relax into her when she did. 


His hand slid up to guide her face to his, tilting it, and she felt the sudden heat of his mouth. 
Then the soft graze of his razor teeth on her lower lip. His purr dipped to a low rumble. 


“You look so pretty in my colors,” he said. Words so faint she wondered if he knew he said 
them. A thought that was lost the second his hand came to her waist. Running along the blue 
fabric of her jumpsuit. Pulling them closer together. 


Before he could do more there was a soft ping from his omni-tool. She felt the muscle of his 
bicep jump beneath her hand. A low growl. Finally he pulled back. 


“T swear if this is Wrex again. I’m not paying him double for—” 


His words ended in a hard click. Jane frowned, looking down at his tool as his blue eyes 
scanned the screen. 


He kept his arm up, granting her a view of the message. 
“T’Loak said I owed you one. Hope this helps. 


-Nyreen’ 


With a link pasted at the bottom. Garrus was strangely silent when he clicked it. Then a low 
growl. 


‘What is it?’ she said. 


He didn’t answer at first. Staring down at the screen. Finally answering with a deep rumble. 


“A bounty,” he said. “...On you.” 
Before she could catch more than a glimpse of her own face on screen, he’d turned away. 


“T knew—I knew—it wasn’t Cerberus. That explosive device was planted right on top of you. 
Whoever put it there wasn’t looking to bring you in alive.” 


Jane watched him pace away toward the nightstand. 
“You think whoever attacked the nightclub wanted me dead?” 
All things considered, not as surprising as she might’ve thought. 


She watched him slide the drawer beside the bed open. Then shut again with a hard click, 
finding it empty. 


“Damn it, Kryik.” 


A soft curse under his breath. She knew what he was looking for. Only because she’d watch 
Nihlus throw the stims away before crawling into bed with them this evening. 


“The hit’s anonymous. But they sent a drell after you, so they must be well connected. Why 
you?” 


“Garrus.” 


“Shit, who knows how long it will take to track down the source. We don’t have that kind of 
time, if they want you dead, they’ll send more.” 


He’d moved to the small pile of his things he’d thrown into the top drawer of the dresser 
along the wall. 


“Garrus.” 

“Td like to see them fucking try. They’re not getting anywhere near—" 

“Vakarian.” 

He turned to look at her like it was a command. Talons gripping the edge of the open drawer. 
“Tt’s twelve in the morning. We’re not going to find out anything tonight.” 


He had that hard, zeroed in look in his eyes. That hardass Vakarian stare, Nihlus called it. 
Bordering on the edge of something dangerous. Something she’d seen in him before. A 
feeling she was all too familiar with. More than instinct. 


Bite back. Hard. 


“Tt’s late,” she said. A fact reflected in the tired way he reached to rub the back of his neck, 
making his massive shoulder drop at the mention. “We’re safe here. Maybe by morning 


you’ll hear more. Like you said, whoever sent the drell must be well connected. Someone 
will know something.” 


He ducked his head a little as he looked at her. A posture she’d come to learn as deference. 
Though he said nothing until she came over to him. Reaching to grab her hand. Shifting to 
stand over her. 


“Whoever it is, Jane, I swear. I'll find them.” 
“We'll find them,” she said. “Together.” 


He didn’t argue. Didn’t protest when she drew him back toward the bed across the room. 
Whatever had happened with his family, he didn’t mention it. And she wouldn’t ask—not 
when it was so late. When he was so tired. 


If he was hurt he didn’t show it. Only scooped her up the second they were near the mattress 
and nested them both down in the tangle of blankets. He nuzzled and licked at a few of her 
lighter cuts, asking if she wanted medi-gel, but she only shook her head. 


Garrus was right. She was cold. Saren’s shower, the reemerging buzz of alcohol, had her 
wanting nothing but to curl up against him and wait for Nihlus to join them in bed. She could 
use medi-gel in the morning after a warm shower. 


Garrus was first to drift off. Less of a drift, more of a sudden crash, if anything. She 
wondered how long it would take for him to even out without the stims. 


Jane couldn’t seem to sleep. She waited, thinking Nihlus would eventually come and join 
them, but he never did. She wanted to believe that Garrus was right. That he wasn’t angry at 
her, and that he just needed time. Though that time didn’t end before she finally slipped down 
into a restless sleep. 
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There was no inhaling without smelling it. That heavy, maddening scent of another male—a 
human—scorching his tongue, hanging on the air, clinging to her. His mate. 
Focus! 
His talons furled shut on the control panel, retraining his eyes on the screen. 


The frame was zoomed in. Drawing his attention back to the drell. To his hand on her waist, 
the way he was arched under her—a split second before he’d thrown her sideways to counter- 
swing. 


He'd intended it as a distraction. Combat was the best outlet for a turian when the need came. 
That baser urge every male at one time learned to control. 


The one Jane damned near made it impossible to. 


He’d only intended to watch her. To study the combat footage of the human, and use what he 
learned for their training before deployment. Instead... 


“Her smell is sweet, pup...” 


His eyes hovered over the wild felinae on screen. His human female. He could see the torque 
of her bicep beneath the thin layer of her jumpsuit. That tight, sleek muscle of her thighs, 
keeping control of the assassin under her. Her green eyes were sharp, focused—an inferno. 


Spirits alive, she was... 


Nihlus growled. He ducked his head to look away with a low pant. Heat speared down the 
front of his plates. Making him ache. Sending a rush of fresh blood to the muscle of his chest 
and shoulders—that delirious, maddening instinct. 


Useless. 


He couldn’t focus. Any attempt to distract himself failed. Just as Arterius had intended, no 
doubt. The bastard. 


“The human's throat is bare.” 


At least he’d managed to keep away from her. 


“So sweet...” 


Nihlus hissed, bracing his other hand on the control panel. Fighting the burning, clawing 
need to draw in her scent. Spirits, he needed it. Needed it, more than anything, to smell like 
him again. A memory that made his thoughts weaken the second it came. 


Of what it had been like, fucking into her, tasting the sweet, soft heat of her throat, pinned 
beneath him on the floor, body writhing against his, taking him so well... 


“Nihlus.” 
He gripped the edge of the control panel. His chest fell still, unbreathing. 
“You didn’t come to bed last night.” 


A fact she didn’t like. He could hear it in his female’s voice. She slept best with both of them. 
Nested safely between the heat of two males. As she should be. 


“You should be with Garrus.” 


His voice was a low rasp. Struggling to keep his breath. To not inhale the scent of her—lethal 
in its proximity. 


“He’s still sleeping.” She took a step into the room behind him. He felt the torque of his bicep 
as his hand curled shut on the control panel. “I thought we could train. You said we only had 


a few days.” 


He heard the lithe, soft sound of her footsteps on the training mat behind him. Coming closer. 
Too close. Dangerous, his mind warned, you'll hurt her. 


Composure, Kryik! 

He felt heat rush to his mouth. Begging to scent the air. To taste her on it. 
“Jane.” 

A firm warning. Nihlus bowed his head with a soft growl. 

“You can train with Vakarian once he’s awake. You should go back to bed.” 


He wasn’t certain what time it was. Though he knew it had to be early. Early for her. For him, 
far too late. 


“No.” 


It caught him off guard, that same firmness in her voice. Sharper. With more purpose. He felt 
her coming closer, just behind him. 


“If you’re mad at me, I get it,” her low, husky voice was like an incoming missile. “I 
shouldn’t have left by myself. But I want to train with you. You can’t just blow me o—” 


He tried. With every last screaming ounce of blood in his body, he fucking tried to control it. 
But it was lost the second she was within reach. The second he felt the human’s warmth in 
his hand, grabbing her, pulling her to him, against him, until she was pinned between his 
body and the control panel. 


His hand slammed the table in front of her with a soft snarl. A sound he couldn’t control. 
Thinking of nothing but the way her back bowed under him as he doubled over her, forcing 
her down beneath him against the table, his arm caging her in. 


He heard her curse. Exhale in a sudden rush. Her dexterous hand reached to grab his, now 
cinched to her waist, holding them flush together. The heat of her against his plates. Nothing 
but thin clothing between them. Just fabric—something his talons could tear. Easily. 


“Nihlus...” 


The sound of his name trailed away the second he leaned in, let his mouth skim the pale skin 
of her throat, giving into the impulse, the need to breathe her in. 


The thrumming in his chest deepened into a low growl. 
“T can smell him on you.” 
His voice was dark. Low. Unrecognizable, even to himself. 


Alenko. The drell. Arterius. He could smell all of them. Clinging to his female, unrivaled by 
his own scent—making his mouth water with the need. 


Mine. 


His hand slid up the tight little contour of her waist, the heavy, supple curve of her chest. 
Stopping the second her throat was in his grasp. 


He felt her breathing pick up. Smelled the spike in her want, want for him. The delicate line 
of her chin lifted as if to allow his hand more reach. A better grip. Giving him her throat. 


There was no helping him then. 


They were on the mat in a second. The wild flutter of her breath. The tangle of their legs, 
bare, hot skin on his hand as the front of her jumpsuit opened, letting his talons skate in 
across her naked waist. 


She arched beneath him and he did nothing to fight it, allowing her to throw him over and 
onto his back, watching his wild little felinae crawl her way on top of him, straddling his 
waist, trapped between the sleek muscle of her thighs. His hands came to grip them. Giving 
her a low trill. 


His female wanted him. He could smell it. See it in the way those green eyes were lost to the 
dark of her pupils. Dialed in, without mercy. 


“Vakarian told me what it means.” She was panting as she spoke. Her many-fingered hand 
coming to grip the front of his cowl. “I know what you want, Nihlus.” 


Her grip squeezed as his female reared back. Looking down at him. Her long hair slipped 
forward off her shoulder. 


“T want it too.” 


He felt her thighs flex, bringing her heat more firmly against his already aching cock, pressed 
and full between them. Ready to please her. 


“Human.” 


He could feel her growing dampness through her jumpsuit. The beckon of her body, telling 
him it was ready. Begging for him to breach her. To fuck her deep and well—the way his 
female deserved. 


She was beneath him before she could stop it, fast but never stronger, pinned down and 
panting as he flipped her over with a low growl. The human squirmed. Tried to gather her 
knees to throw him over, to pin him again, testing his strength. 


A challenge that made him purr. 


Her knees parted easily when he pushed his thigh between them. He caught her ankle in his 
spur. Dragging her further beneath him. 


Her waist lifted, letting him reach hungrily to the zipper of her jumpsuit, pulling it down, 
clawing the fabric away to grant him access to his female. To that soft, wet skin of her heat, 
begging for him to please her. 


Nihlus would not keep her waiting. Not ever. 


He gripped her tight little waist and pushed her up, diving his face down between her thighs 
from behind. Eager and ready for her taste. 


It burned his tongue like fire. Making him rumble, purr for her, letting his tongue snake up 
across her wetness to the perfect spot. A touch rewarded by her sudden jolt. Her deep, throaty 
sound of pleasure as her hips canted to accept him. To let him taste more of her. 


“Nihlus...” 


He let his tongue writhe against her until his female lowered herself. Waist up, forehead 
rested on her arm on the floor. Giving into him fully. 


He felt the flutter of her slit, beckoning to be breached. Ready for him to fill her. Nihlus ran 
his wet tongue along the back of her thigh. 


“Your body begs for me, female.” 


He ran his mouth up the outer contour of her hip. Now slick from her taste—marking him. 
He heard the air leave her in a rush. Felt her hand come to grip his on her thigh. 


He wanted—craved—to hear it again. 
“T need it, Nihlus,” she said. 
Her voice was hoarse, breathless. A command he would always follow. 


He snaked his arm around her waist, letting her feel the muscle of his bicep, the flex of his 
narrow stomach as he came over her, the way he knew she loved. 


His bare cock slid up between her legs, running across her naked belly. So soft against his 
aching erection. 


“Do you have any idea what I want to do to you?” His voice was low in her ear, hand sliding 
up to find her throat, arm barred across her chest. Taking her weight. He would not tire her 
before he’d even begun. 


“T’ve ached for you all night.” He gave a teasing thrust against his female’s bare stomach. 
Feeling it tighten in response. “Can you feel how full I am for you, female?” 


Her breath left her in a shudder. He ran his mouth behind the curve of her ear. 
“Let me show you.” 


His tongue raced down to taste beneath her jaw, still holding her throat. Not squeezing. Only 
covering. His. 


She made a soft growl, reaching down to grip his cock, pressed slick and tight against her 
stomach. “Nihlus—please.” 


His arm flexed. Holding her tighter as he trilled for her. His needing female. 


She went slack in his arms the moment he slid himself back across her stomach, coming to 
align with her. Just the head of his heavy cock was enough to leave her gasping. Making that 
deep, wanting sound as she struggled on the word, “More”. 


Spirits, she was burning hot. Impossible to resist as he pushed himself into her with more 
force. 


“So tight, female. So warm.” 


She took him so well. Moaning through her teeth as he continued to slide himself in, 
reminding her body how to take him. 


“All of it,” he could feel the air, ragged in her throat beneath his hand. “Fuck, Nihlus, I want 
all of it. I want...” She faltered as he sunk into her, deeper, feeling her stretch to take him, 
making him purr for her—an instinct. “I want them to know I’m yours.” 


Yours... 


There was no amount of reason to stop him. No concern for what the humans would think. 
He couldn’t think of anything but that scent. Her need. The way her body rocked as he fucked 
into her, drawing out and pushing back in, deeper, already slick inside of her. 


His mate was offering herself to him. And he would not turn her away. 
Mine. 

There was nothing he wanted more. 
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It was the lack of warmth that woke him. 


The missing feeling of his mate in his arms, tangled together in the sheets. He knew she’d 
likely had a hard time sleeping without Kryik. In truth, he would’ve too, if he hadn’t been 
crashing off of whatever stims he still had in his system. 


Garrus gave her pillow a cursory sniff before begrudgingly abandoning the warmth of the 
bed. If she was with Kryik he’d invite them both to shower. Ever since the confrontation with 
his father, he’d been worried for Nihlus. 


“You don t belong anywhere but the mercenary pit you crawled out of.” 


His father’s words had been harsh. Something he knew Nihlus was used to. But even so—he 
hated it. Nihlus had been there for him, there for Jane, the second either of them needed it. 
Garrus would be damned if he didn’t return the favor. 


“Someone 8 gotta take care of you, Kryik...” 
He’d meant every word. 


Garrus was near the kitchen when he first caught the scent. So sudden it gripped him. 
Confusing at first. Then unmistakable the second he approached the top of the stairs to the 
lower level. 


It was still new to him—that instinct that drew him closer. Making his thoughts sharp, the 
room dialing into focus. 


His female. 
She was in need. 


It drew him down the dark stairwell, eyes adjusting rapidly, chest expanding with a breath as 
the scent hung heavier. Making some of his mind slip. A feeling that sent heat down the front 
of his plates. Made his scales grow warm to call her back to him. 


Spirits, that smell was maddening. 


All consuming. Not just hers. But... 
It was too late to realize it on his own. The second he reached the door it slid open. 


He saw him the moment it did, kneeling on the floor, the muscle of his chest flexing with 
every huffing, labored breath, fucking down into their female beneath him on the mat. 


She was taking him...so much of him... 


Kryik’s dark eyes lifted to him. A dead aim. He saw the impressive movement of his 
shoulders, the deadly precision of his hand on her neck, covering it from view. A possessive 
posture. 


He watched his throat flex with a low growl. So deep he knew she wouldn’t hear. Knocking 
Garrus down into that feral, desperate grip of need he knew he couldn’t control. 


He wasn’t prepared for Nihlus to draw her up. To rise up on his knees and pull their female to 
his chest, showing her to Garrus, holding her to him as he continued to rut into her, letting her 
rest on his thighs. Her soft mouth was open, fiery hair sticking to her face in damp streaks. 


“Garrus.” 
She said his name the second she saw him. A low plea. Calling him to her. 


Her legs spread a little wider, giving him a view of his female, and the other male, his mate, 
sinking into her, like he was starved for it, pleasing her well. 


His eyes went to the subtle bounce of her breasts, bare and exposed. A sight that made fresh, 
hot blood rush to the muscle of his chest. Made him rumble on instinct. Even more when 
Nihlus slid his other hand up to cup one. Stroking his talon along that colorful peak that made 
their female whine. 


The sound spurred Nihlus, making him rut faster, the muscle of his forearm laid barred across 
her chest. He made that low huff, eyes hovering over his as he turned his face into the pale 
side of her neck. Never looking away from Garrus. 


He was going to mark her. He knew it the second he did it. Watching his mandibles slide 
back. The subtle narrow of his fringe. The torque of his bicep as he kept her pinned, holding 
her like it was nothing. 


He was going to mark her throat for himself and breach her all the way. Locking them 
together. Keeping him out. So he couldn t fill her for himself. 


There was nothing left in him but instinct. A feeling so hungry it should’ve scared him. 
Though the panic was nothing compared to her heat on the air, that sweet scent, yanking his 
focus onto one thing, and one thing only. 


Please her. 


He pushed his waistband down when she said his name again, letting his pants slip just past 
the sharp contour of his hips, taking his already waiting cock. Her eyes tracked the movement 
as he ran his hand down it slowly. Letting her watch. Something he knew she loved. 


“Human...” 
It was hers. All of him, hers. And he ached to show her. 


The male behind her shifted as he approached. He watched his other arm snake around the 
soft curve of her waist. Holding her closer. Though he only trilled at Garrus when he came. A 
low series of emphatic clicks, dark eyes watching him over her shoulder. 


He was possessive of her. Protective. He’d claimed her first. And was bred enough not to hurt 
her when he did it. Garrus knew to trust him—the turian instinct for hierarchy—to keep him 
from hurting her. On how to best care for their female when she was in need. 


He felt the heat of her between them as Nihlus leaned in, breath hot against his mouth. He 
skimmed them together, a gesture their human had taught them, before letting his tongue 
come out to race across his injured mandible. More than acceptance. Affection. 


“She wants it, pup.” His voice was low, rough with his haze of lust. His hand slid up her 
throat, encouraging their female to lift her chin, to show Garrus her willingness. Making him 
growl in return. “Take her first. She’s wet for you.” 


His mandibles went slack the second Kryik took his cock. “Nihlus...” His muscles tightened 
with the immediate need to thrust. “Spirits, don’t let me...” 


Don t let me hurt her. Not again. 
“lve got you,” Kryik rasped. “Take her.” 


The female’s weight was shifted into his arms. He felt the hot, slick skim of his mate’s cock 
as he withdrew from her. The immediate firm grip of Nihlus’s hand as he grabbed his 
erection, squeezing the base, aligning Garrus with her silk, scalding heat. He’d warmed her 
well. 


Garrus reached to grip her waist with frantic need. Already dripping the second he breached 
her. His face sought and found the warmth of her throat as she gave it to him. Making that 
deep, husky sound that told him she wanted it. Wanted him. 


“Garrus...now. Please...” 


She was panting for him. Her warm, soft body pressed against his. Encouraging him to rut 
faster as Nihlus squeezed the base of his cock. Forcing it to swell. 


“Mark her. She’s willing.” Kryik’s dark voice swarmed his thoughts. Willing. 


Garrus made a dry, low keen. His entire body flashed hot. Burning. She was so wet around 
him. Her body pulling him in like it demanded all of him. 


“Jane...” He huffed against her neck. The only word he could manage. Unable to stop the 
squeeze of his talons on her waist. Supporting her weight as he pushed more of himself into 
her. Feeling her tight heat take his size. 


“Garrus,” her breathless voice returned. Low and steady. Commanding his focus. “I’m 
yours.” 


The instinct gripped him. Bit in deep. Unshakable. 


He snarled softly. Rising up on his knees to thrust into her deeper, making her pant in a 
collapsing sound of pleasure. Her back arched against Nihlus, head falling back on his 
shoulder, giving him the bare sight of her throat as Nihlus let his hand slip away. Offering it 
to him. Releasing his swelling erection with a low trill. 


“Show me,” she pleaded. 
It was all he wanted. 


His mandibles slid back, feeling Kryik’s firm grip come to the base of his neck, pulling him 
back enough that it wasn’t so hard, so deep as the last time. His teeth breached her neck with 
a soft huff. 


He heard her cry out. Felt the flutter of her heat around him the second he pushed all the way 
inside, demanding the seed already spilling from his cock, filling her eagerly. 


His chest rose and fell frantically, pressed against her naked breasts. Her warm, soft body 
against his. He could feel her heart there. A wild, impossible rhythm. The hot, fire-like taste 
of her blood on his tongue, trickling softly from his chin. 


It was minutes of that. The blinding, blissful feeling, wave after wave of pleasure as he 
spilled into her, marked her, inside and out, feeling her heart in his own chest. Her breath in 
his mouth. So delicate. Entirely his. 


“She tastes so good, doesn’t she?” 


He felt the sweep of Nihlus’s tongue as Garrus released her to begin licking at the wound. 
Soothing any hurt she might’ve felt. 


Nihlus rumbled. “Pull out. I want to feel her.” 


The base of his cock was still aching. But no longer full enough to keep them locked 
together, giving him the chance to slip out, to run his wet length along Kryik’s, still heavy 
and waiting, granting him some of their female’s wetness. 


“She’s warm for you, Kryik. Can you feel it?” 


He turned his face from the crook of her neck, giving it to Nihlus, mingling the wild tang of 
their mate’s blood between them. Running his mouth against his. 


Nihlus made a dark purr. Giving another slow skim against Garrus’s erection. Feeling her 
heat on it for himself. 


“Nihlus...” 


The breathless sound of their female’s voice called to him. Wanting more—just as he’d said. 
Garrus took his heavy cock and guided it to align with her. Bringing his mouth back to hers. 
Her warm body still panting and pressed between them. 


“He craves you, human,” he trilled softly. Her breath rushed across his face as Nihlus pushed 
in. Reclaiming his place inside of her. “Do you feel it?”Garrus rumbled. “It’s yours.” 


He ran his hand up the base of Nihlus’s erection. Encouraging him to give her more of it. 
Purring for her when he did. 


“You take him so well, female,” he said. 


There was something, swarming his thoughts—that same intoxicating feeling he’d gotten the 
first time he’d marked her. Keeping him steady, grounded. Like every breath she took was his 
own. Feeling it for himself. Bonded. 


He pulled back enough to see her face. Reaching to cup it in his hand. Her green eyes found 
him readily. Not looking away. 


Her soft, colorful mouth parted. “Garrus.” She looked so pretty with his mark on her neck. 
Two long, straight lines that followed the subtle contour just along the side. 


Nihlus purred to her. “Your body pulls me deep.” He ran his mouth along the new mark. 
Giving it a soft lick. Making the muscle of his arm tighten as he held her against him. “It 
knows what belongs to it, female.” 


Garrus rumbled. Ducking his head to rub his mandible along her cheek. Scenting her 
impending climax on the air. A hot, damp, wild smell. 


“Both of us,” he told her, keeping her pressed between them, holding her weight so Nihlus 
could fuck into her with faster rhythm. “Yours.” 


Her back arched when she exhaled, gripped the front of Garrus’s chest, going slack the 
second the pleasure overcame her. 


“So good, Jane,” Garrus purred. 


He sensed the sudden rush of pheromones the second Nihlus bit in. Jaws locking, squeezing 
gently as his deadly teeth sunk in just above his mark. 


He heard her pant. Felt her grip him tighter. 


Garrus let the curved back of his talon move down to pet her heat—in that place Nihlus had 
showed him. The place he loved to lick for himself, feeling her thighs squeeze, feeling her 
flutter on his tongue, over and over. 


He would never get enough. 


Her hand went to the back of his neck. Pulling his face to her chest. Rewarding him with the 
scent of her warm, damp skin. The heave of her soft breasts against his mouth. 


She rocked up as Nihlus thrust into her once, then again, harder, forcing his knot inside of 
her, growling softly with the sudden wave of pleasure. 


Garrus reached back to grip his waist. Feeling the flex of his abdomen. The hot rush of his 
breath between them, panting as he emptied his cock inside of her. Filling her the way he 
knew her body demanded. 


It was hers now. It always had been. All of it. Both of them. 


They stayed there for longer than Garrus cared to track. Licking at the wounds on her neck. 
Purring for her until the haze seemed to lift, and she was able to bear some of her own weight 
in Nihlus’s lap. Her mouth found Garrus’s first. Then Nihlus as she turned, gripped his fringe 
and held her body tight to his. 


Kryik gave her a low purr. “You need medigel,” he said softly. 


He watched his talons card through her hair. Cradling the back of her head as he ducked to 
press his mouth to hers again. “Do you hurt?” 


Jane’s hand came to rest on the front of his chest. “No,” she told him. “And I don’t want it.” 
Her voice was low. Quiet. Pressing her forehead to his as she took Garrus’s hand, now resting 
on her hip. “Let them stay.” 


Garrus couldn’t swallow his own purr. He heard Kryik’s shuddering breath. The low sound of 
his inhale as he ducked his head, bringing his face to the soft side of her throat. 


“Jane...” he rasped. He saw the subtle flex of his forearm as he gripped her tightly. 
“T love you.” 
Those words... 


So soft, so careful when she said them. More than just words when they were spoken. They 
meant something to a human, he could feel it. 


“Both of you.” 


His purr deepened as she turned her face against his. Pressing her cheek to his injured 
mandible. 


“T want them.” 


There was a moment of quiet. Filled only by the mingling sound of their breath. A low huff 
as Nihlus let his forehead fall to rest against hers. 


“I’m yours, Jane,” he said. 

Garrus pressed his mouth to the side of her hair. “Always,” he rumbled. 
The most important promise any turian could make. 

Hers to keep. 


No matter what happened. Or where. They were hers. Forever. 
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Not to be Trusted 


Chapter Notes 
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Nihlus was relentless. It hadn’t taken long for Jane to remember he’d once trained under 
Saren himself. 


He was methodical in his teaching. Cutthroat in combat, never afraid to go for the most 
vicious, the most efficient maneuver to lay her out on the mat. His sheer size over her did her 
no favors. And he was quicker than Saren. A learning curve he never hesitated to exploit. 


Fortunately he wasn’t as hard on her as Arterius had been. 


He never swept her legs without catching her before she’d hit the mat. If he gripped her, his 
talons didn’t cut. And he never pinned her for more than a few seconds before helping her up. 


Though that didn’t make his counting tally of wins feel any better. 


Nihlus was smart. Quicker to think than a few brain-dead mercs and an angry Arterius. Worst 
of all, Nihlus knew her weaknesses. The biggest, he quickly learned, being him. 


Too often he would grab her from behind. Use that impressive reach to pull her, drag her to 
him, against him, only to catch her attention with that subtle, teasing glimpse of his throat, 
the impressive movement of his muscle beneath his jumpsuit as he gripped her, seeing her 
brief hesitation, her split second of noticing. 


All it took was a purr. A slow drag of his talon down his lower abdomen. A flex of his bicep 
in her hand, and he had her laid out on the mat. 


“I’m flattered.” His voice was a low, dark purr, leaning his weight into her to keep her from 
struggling. “I had no idea I was so distracting.” 


Jane reached to grab the back of his fringe, managing to get her knee to his plates, flipping 
him over before he could tally another win. 


He made a dry, rasping sound as he landed on his back. Watching her pin him. A laugh. 


“Modesty?” Jane panted. She grabbed the back of his neck with a firm hand before he could 
retaliate. Making him grunt. The corner of her mouth lifted. “Come on, Spectre. I know how 
much you like to show off.” 


Her hand slid around to grip the front of his throat. The purr in his chest deepened. She felt 
his leg slide straight behind her on the mat as he lifted his chin, giving it to her in a second, 
arching a little to press himself between her legs. 


She felt the immediate warm pulse of his erection between them. “Fuck, Jane—” 


“Don’t even think about it, Kryik. She’s mine at noon. We already agreed.” 


Jane turned her head to see Garrus emerge into the room with a rifle in one hand, making her 
painfully aware of the muscle of his arm beneath his shirt, before Nihlus was quick to flip 
her. 


He was on top of her before she could land. Hand on her waist. Ducking down with a low 
rumble to sniff the side of her neck. She felt the warmth of his tongue sweep out to test the 
mark he’d left just days prior. Still fresh enough it should’ve hurt. Though it didn’t. 


“Still sore, human?” he murmured to her softly. 


Jane turned her face to gaze up at him as he rose back on his knees. His sheer size was 
intimidating to look up at. “It doesn’t hurt,” she assured him. 


It’d stopped bleeding not long after they’d done it. Quicker than it should have. A fact she 
found strange. 


“Good.” 


Nihlus gave her his hand to pull her up before getting to his feet. Garrus was leaned against 
the doorway, the butt of his gun resting on his hip. “You’re supposed to be teaching her squad 
drills,” Garrus clicked. A mock sound of annoyance. 


“He did,” Jane said dryly. “For hours.” 


Nihlus’s one-man classroom of showing her combat vids and teaching her military terms had 
been the majority of their last few days. Sparring had been her idea. A way to keep her awake 
for those in between hours of standing hunched over the vid table together. 


“Barely bonded for two days and you’re boring the female already, Kryik,” Garrus said. 
Clearly amused. 


She heard Nihlus’s soft rasp behind her. Followed by a low, almost lurid sounding series of 
clicks that her translator didn’t pick up. “The human hardly seemed bored to me, pup,” he 
said. “I’d say she was quite... focused.” 


She saw Garrus’s blue eyes shift behind her to him. Guided lower by some gesture Nihlus 
must’ve made that she missed. She turned just as Nihlus pressed his mouth to the side of her 
hair. 


“You get two hours,” he rumbled, shooting a look back at Garrus. “Then she needs to eat.” 


Garrus slid his good mandible back, pushing away from the door. “Sure, Spectre.” His blue 
eyes went to her with a look that was more than pleased. 


Garrus liked getting her alone. Likely part of their turian competitive instinct. Though Nihlus 
never treated it as anything but a game between them. Something both seemed to enjoy. 
Perhaps a little too much. 


Between the two, Garrus was definitely the better shot. Which was saying a lot—considering 
how lethal Nihlus was with a pistol. But there was something about Garrus with his rifle. The 
way his pale eyes dialed in sharp over the scope. Never missing. Not even a hair off the mark. 


He was focused. Calculated when it came down to the wire. And he looked damn good 
handling such a big gun. 


He spent the better part of their first hour reviewing the basic mechanics and handling 
techniques before he even let her fire. When he did he stood behind her. Moving her arm, 
kicking her feet apart, squeezing her shoulder to help her relax, followed by the occasional, 
“Too high”, “Your shoulder is too tense”, “Use the heart of the sights, not the top”. 


Though in the end, she’d still only managed to clip a few of the bottles Garrus had set out for 
her. 


“T think we’re getting our wires crossed,” he said, taking the rifle to pop the heat sync and 
reload. “The point of this is to hit the targets.” 


Jane gave a hard, disingenuous laugh. “Easy for you to say. Only one of us has a military 
background since infancy.” 


She saw him slide a mandible back in silent amusement. “Since adolescence, thank you. 
Gotta be big enough to hold the gun first, Shep.” 


The familiarity of the name, the way he said it so easily, made her chest warm. 
“Besides, no sergeant in basic could shoot a rifle like my father. This one’s all him.” 
“Your dad taught you?” 


She watched his smirk fade. Mandibles pulling tight to his jaw. He looked up from the gun in 
his hand, gazing out over the ledge of their makeshift shooting range. 


“Yeah,” he said. Voice a little farther off. “Used to take me up here all the time as a pup.” 


Jane wondered briefly if it was a good memory. A question soon answered when he turned to 
her, handing her the rifle again. 


“Wouldn’t let me leave until my arm was too tired to aim.” 


She frowned as she took the rifle. His hand was already on her forearm, supporting the 
weight a little to guide the stock to her shoulder. 


“He always told me, the way to never miss, was to feel for it. You’re over thinking where you 
need to point. Lock on to the target, and let your instinct tell your body what to do.” 


She felt his warmth behind her. A hand on her shoulder, guiding it down a little. “Don’t 
hesitate between shots. It’s how Kryik takes control of the field so quickly. He doesn’t give 
his aim time to reset.” 


Jane cocked her head to level her eye with the scope. A slow inhale. Followed by Garrus’s 
soft, low voice. “Good.” 


She pulled the trigger on the exhale. A double shot. Piercing the first bottle and sending the 
second up in a mist of green glass. 


“There 5 my girl.” Garrus purred. “Don’t stop, hit that next one.” 
She fired again and hit the bottle head on. Not giving her muscles time to reset. 


“Ha!” Garrus took the rifle from her to pop out a few shells and reload. “Making it look easy 
now, Shep.” 


Jane watched the movement of his shoulder, the flex of his forearm as he reloaded the 
chamber. 


“Garrus.” 
He looked up at her. She watched the rifle sag as he let it dangle. 
“Ts everything okay? With your dad, I mean.” 


He hadn’t talked about it. And part of her hadn’t wanted to ask—in case the question was 
painful. She could see on his face now that it was. 


Garrus let the rifle fall to his side. His shoulders easing back, giving her a flattering view of 
his stature. His blue eyes searched hers with a level of sharpness. Finally he exhaled. 


“No,” he said. “But if you knew my father, that wouldn’t really be a surprise.” 
Jane frowned again. “Will you tell me?” 


Garrus ducked his head to look back over the ledge. She moved with him when he came to 
stand in front of it, propping his rifle against the side. His talons came to grip the metal, 
unfurling. 


“He’s...ashamed of me. He thinks I left by choice. And he won’t let me see my mother 
barefaced.” 


Barefaced. 


She wondered what he must’ve looked like with those same markings Nihlus had—that 
Saren had, though his were much more hidden. 


“Can you get them back?” she asked. 


Garrus didn’t look at her. Blue eyes fixed on the horizon. “They’re clan markings. As long as 
my father feels the way that he does...I don’t have a clan.” 


Jane studied his face in silence. Then took a step closer to him by the railing. 


“Then you don’t need them,” she said. 

Garrus looked over at her. 

“You have a clan. With us. If you want to see your mother again, we’ll find a way.” 
No matter what it took. 


Garrus rasped softly. A sad laugh. “I don’t think you understand how protective turian 
patriarchs are over their mates. If he doesn’t want me around her, I—” 


“Then he doesn’t need to know,” Jane said. “It doesn’t have to be now. But no matter how 
your father feels, I think your mother should have the chance to speak for herself.” 


Garrus cocked his head a little. Blue eyes scouring her face. Then reached, carefully, to brush 
the hair behind her ear with his talons. A lingering gesture. Making sure he wouldn’t hurt her. 


“You’d make a very bad turian,” he said softly. Followed by the return of his smile. “But, 
then again, so do I.” 


He shifted to stand over her. A posture that always led to him ducking down, pressing his 
forehead to hers, talon tucked beneath her chin, lifting her face to greet the gesture. Never 
forgetting to follow it up with a press of his mouth to hers. A low purr. 


She felt the back of his curved talon slide down to brush lightly over his mark on her throat. 
“So pretty, human,” he rumbled softly. 
Jane’s mouth turned to a smile against his. “Even to a turian?” she asked. 


The idea had always been a little amusing to her. She wondered what she must’ve looked like 
to them. Both turians seemed to have a fixation on parts of her most human men never 
bothered with. Her neck, her hips, the softer points of her skin—most importantly between 
them being her hair. Nihlus’s favorite thing to play with whenever she was distracted with 
something else. 


Garrus gave a low series of clicks. A sound she’d never heard either turian give to anyone but 
her. Deep and alluring. “Especially to a turian,” he murmured. “You’re soft and unplated, and 
colorful. And your smell...” his nose skimmed lower to the angle of her jaw with a light 
inhale. A sniff. “So warm, female. You’re like bait.” 


Jane scoffed, gripping the raised area of his chest to pull him down to her, pressing her mouth 
more firmly to his. 


“Good,” she told him. “Makes it easier to get what I want.” 
She felt his soft laugh rush across her face. 


It was their last few moments alone before Nihlus called to tell them lunch had been 
delivered. They ate together—as they always did. Nihlus seemed to hold firm rights on sitting 


her in his lap, though both took turns feeding her and watching her eat for herself. Once they 
were finished it was off to the docks for all of them. 


Garrus shouldered her duffle with his own as they went. The extra attention they got with 
Nihlus in the group made it impossible to get there quickly. Garrus hung noticeably close 
whenever it was clear someone was taking a picture of her. A group of what she thought were 
younger turians stopped Nihlus, asking him to sign a poster they were carrying, obviously 
aware of where they were going, and why. 


She caught Nihlus giving Garrus a sly type of expression the second the kids were gone. 


“Want me to sign something for you too, pup?” she heard him rumble, leaning in close to him 
as his voice dropped low. A gesture that drew added attention to the two while they walked. 


Garrus shot him a noticeably tight, unwelcoming glare. “Don’t even think about it, Kryik,” he 
rasped. 


To her surprise Saren was waiting for them once they reached the docks. Something that 
didn’t seem to surprise Nihlus in the least. 


“T’ll assume the Captain has already passed you their coordinates for the training site,” he 
rasped, coming to a firm stop between the Spectre and herself. 


Saren made no sound. Only assessed the three of them and extended his arm to tap his omni- 
tool to Nihlus's. 


“We were both there for the Council’s orders. You’re late,” he growled. 
Nihlus huffed, saying nothing as he began keying something onto his tool. 
“We will take my ship to the training outpost.” 


She saw Nihlus’s fringe narrow. He looked up at Saren. “I’m not bringing my mate back onto 
your ship.” 


Garrus was quick to intervene before Saren could respond. “I don’t think landing a turian 
dreadnaught on a human outpost would be great for morale. They already don’t trust us.” 


Saren cocked his head—harsh eyes cutting straight to Garrus. “I will not have her on board 
an Alliance vessel. They can’t be trusted.” 


“As if you can,” Nihlus clicked. 
Saren rumbled. 
“We can take Archangel’s.” 


Garrus was first to look down at her. Saren followed, though Nihlus never took his gaze from 
Arterius. 


“Tt’s small enough that it won’t make the Alliance uneasy. But we know it can get us out of 
trouble if we need it to,” she said. 


Garrus gave her a favorable purr. “I have Aleena and Wrex keeping an eye on my family. But 
the rest of the crew is still on board. It’s ready to go now, if we decide to take it.” 


Jane crossed her arms, sinking back on her hip. “So it’s settled.” She shot a look at Nihlus, 
who hadn’t spoken. “Isn’t it?” 


The last thing they needed was an argument before takeoff. Things were going to be tense 
enough as it was. 


Nihlus was quiet for a moment longer before he rumbled. “Lead the way, Vakarian.” 


Saren made a sound that told her he wasn’t happy. Though he said nothing as he flanked her 
toward Garrus’s ship. 


It was a little more spacious than she remembered. He’d clearly put money into having the 
crew upgrade some of the equipment. And it surprised her to see faces she didn’t recognize 
on board. According to Garrus, he’d had a few interested parties contact him after the footage 
on Noveria, eager to join the cause. 


The flight to the outpost wasn’t long. It gave them just enough time to discuss drill strategies, 
and settle on the only thing they seemed to agree on, which was not letting her out of their 
sights. 


One of them was to be with her at all times, “With no exceptions,” Saren had been adamant. 


When they were close to landing, Nihlus came to check her gear and zip up her suit. He 
stopped the zipper just short of her neck, letting his gaze linger before ducking down to press 
his mandible to her cheek. Leaving the marks exposed. 


“Ready?” 
She recognized the man waiting for them on the platform as they left the ramp. 


“Spectres,” he greeted Saren and Nihlus first, Arterius taking point, before shifting his gaze 
to Jane just behind him. 


“Shepard. I’m happy you could join us. I think your squad will be pleased with my team. I 
have them running warm-ups now. They’re at the firing range.” 


Saren didn’t stop. Brushing by the man with nothing but a low, “Captain,” as he went. Jane 
followed Nihlus’s initiative and stopped at the base of the ramp. 


“Firearms are Archangel’s territory,” Jane said, nodding to Garrus beside her. “If you want an 
expert, he’s the one your team needs to impress.” 


She sensed Garrus stand a little taller on the ramp. The man, Anderson, shot a look up at him. 


“A sharpshooter, huh?” If she didn’t know any better, she’d think the man might’ve sounded 
impressed. 


“The best sniper I’ve seen either side of Omega,” Nihlus said, taking posture in front of the 
Captain. “He’ll pick a few that look promising. We’ll run the others through some one v one 
drills first. If we’re going to vet your squad, I want to see them in action.” 


Anderson led them through an open area of field toward the sound of gunfire. Saren was 
already there, too busy on his omni-tool to watch the lineup of Alliance members firing 
rounds into the target field. 


They were good—all of them. Not surprising given their status. 


Straight ahead she could see officer Williams in a squad uniform, still managing to fire at a 
dead aim despite the splint wrap on her wrist. Jane wondered if she’d broken it. 


Part of her felt guilty. The second Williams had grabbed her, began dragging her toward the 
tight crowd of people, of onlookers, too many, close—would they touch her?—she couldn’t 
stop it. Another part of her wished she’d twisted it harder. 


Saren growled to Jane as they passed. A wordless command. Like a firm grip on the back of 
the neck. 


She stopped as the others continued. Something Nihlus didn’t fail to notice. 


“Tt seems the Alliance will allow anyone into their elite ranks. Even the injured,” he rumbled, 
still focused on his tool. “How fitting.” 


Saren didn’t look up at her. 
“You are unprepared.” 
Jane frowned. 


Saren dropped his omni-tool arm with a hard click. Sunlight caught the razor mandible on his 
jaw as he ducked his head to look at her. Reaching for the zipper of her jumpsuit. His hard 
eyes zeroed in on the side of her neck. Followed by a long moment of silence. Dead sights. 
His chest was noticeably still. Unbreathing. 


She felt the touch of his talon beneath her chin. Careful but firm. Lifting it to the side. Baring 
her neck to him. Her throat tightened as she swallowed. 


His eyes seemed to track the movement before flickering back to the marks staunchly visible 
on the side, face unreadable in the shadows of the sun. 


He lingered, standing over her a moment longer. Finally she felt his talons move to the zipper 
at the base of her throat, guiding it up, securely beneath her chin. 


“He is a fool,” he said. 


“Hey, Shepard!” 


She heard someone call to her over the sound of scattered gunfire. A few extra heads turned 
in her direction. Alenko was coming toward them, attention shifting to Saren with a look of 
uncertainty. She didn’t miss the way officer Williams looked back at her, lowering her aim. 


“T didn’t hear from you after the incident at Flux.” Alenko was out of breath, face a little red 
from the sun, jogging to a stop once he was close. “Some of the crew were worried.” His 
dark eyes moved back to her. 


She’d gotten a few messages from him. Though Saren had instructed her not to discuss the 
incident— “7 will not have you involved in a petty C-Sec investigation’ —and she’d been too 
focused on Nihlus’s near-merciless training to think of any dodgy replies. 


“Glad to see you’re here in one piece.” 


“How’s the warmup?” Jane nodded back in the direction of the field as a few more Alliance 
crew made their way toward them. Hoping to change the subject. 


“Easy enough. Anderson’s calling us off for some one v one—I’ve gotta be honest, I’ve... 
never fought a turian before.” 


Now that he was closer he seemed to be avoiding Saren’s gaze entirely. 
“Scorpio, you’re alive!” 


She recognized some of the other crew from Flux, that human tank of a man Laurie and his 
sister Natalia, with Williams bringing up the rear. 


Saren gave an audible growl. He turned to block her from the approaching squad. 
“Move to the sparring field, they should know better than to waste your time.” 


His hard eyes left no room for argument as he passed. Jane back-stepped, turning on her heel 
to follow before the others could reach them. Alenko lingered back. Though the rapidly 
approaching sound of footsteps told her someone else was following. 


“Hey ! 29 


She recognized the sound of Williams’ voice. The officer hung back when Jane turned again 
to face her squarely. 


“T can’t believe they just let you walk in here.” 


She could see Nihlus and Garrus standing near the start of the range. Anderson was speaking 
to them. Though their attention was on nothing but her. 


“What?” Jane’s voice was even. Neutral. 


“You heard me.” Williams lifted her arm, bringing her wrapped splint into view. “I nearly lost 
my spot in the running because of you. But I wasn’t about to let some brainwashed biotic 
keep me from the biggest opportunity of my career.” 


She felt heat as Saren came to stand behind her. 


“Come on, Ash. You were right by the blast. That wasn’t her.” Alenko moved in closer. 
“Captain Anderson still let you compete, this isn’t—” 


“The Captain didn’t /et me do anything,” Ashely shot back. “I earned my spot here. And I’m 
not going to lose it being judged by a band of talking raptors and their roadie.” Her eyes were 
locked onto Jane. Shifting pointedly to the collar of her jumpsuit. 


Laurie’s eyes flashed wide. “Ah, Williams...” 


Jane felt heat climb behind her. “Then you will do as all humans do and sabotage your 
miniscule progress yourself.” Saren’s voice was low—a razor’s edge between disinterest and 
something else, something poised, raging hot, just beneath the surface. Williams’ attention 
shot to him. 


“Your lack of propriety shows your weakness of judgment.” The officer shifted back a step, 
though Saren made no move toward her. “You are here because of your perceived usefulness 
—which I find to be underwhelming. I would not trust you to serve beneath my asset on the 
field, let alone serve her meal. You are dismissed.” 


His final words stung the air. The others fell silent. Ashley’s eyes flashed, regaining some of 
her defensive posture. 


“You can’t just—” 


“I’m sure whatever base the Alliance has established on the outpost is more than suited to 
supervise you. You won’t be alone for long,” his voice dropped. A low growl. “I doubt you’ll 
be the last Alliance soldier I find to be...unimpressive.” 


A tense moment of silence lingered. Williams eyes shifted back to Jane. 
She held her gaze. Even—unaffected. “Go,” Jane told her. 


Bottom line; she’d never trust the officer to have her back. Let alone any of the turians. A 
risk she would never take. 


Ashley made no sound as she turned. Leaving the others to shift in silence as they watched 
her go. 


Saren clicked. A command. She felt the absence of his heat as he turned away from her, 
growling beneath his breath, “Manage them, human.” 


Jane looked past the gathering of Alliance soldiers to Nihlus, still watching her. More were 
making their way toward them at Anderson’s direction. 


“Shepard. Your sniper sent us to report for drills.” 


A small number of them saluted her as they came to join the group. Jane kept her posture, 
nodding back in Saren’s direction. 


“Pair up,” she said. “Spectre Arterius and I will observe your hand-to-hand skills.” 


She imagined it wouldn’t take long for Nihlus to join them. Garrus had agreed begrudgingly 
on the ship to be the first to part with her. He’d stay to vet the rest of the target squad until 
they were finished. 


The Alliance team was fairly decent in hand-to-hand. Though she saw it was obvious most of 
their skills had come from the safety of their Alliance training, and not from real combat. A 
detail that surprised her she could pick up on. 


“What do you see, human?” 
Saren was standing beside her, hands clasped behind his back. His voice was a low rumble. 
“Only a few have seen real combat,” she looked up at him, “They look rehearsed.” 


She saw his chest flex with a sound she couldn’t hear. He kept his hard eyes on the squad 
ahead. “The price of a system that coddles its assets. A good teacher would not spare their 
pupils of pain. It will not prepare them to work through it. Well done.” 


Harsh words. Though not surprising, given his own methods of training her. 


By the time Nihlus came to join them, Saren had already sent a few more of the squad 
packing back to the base. For what it was worth, his judgment seemed to be genuine. 


“What do you think, Shepard?” Her ears tuned to the sound of Nihlus’s voice a second before 
she saw him. His hands were clasped, broad shoulders eased back into that Spectre trained 
posture. She didn’t miss the slight flex of his chest. Testing the air. Like he was greeting her 
scent. 


“They’re green,” she said. “But some look promising.” 


Both turians looked down at her. She saw Nihlus cock his head in question. Jane raised an 
eyebrow. 


“Green?” Saren’s voice was a low rumble. 

“New,” she corrected. “They’re inexperienced.” 

There was a moment of silence as Nihlus gave her an up and down look of appraisal. 
“Are human young green?” he asked. 


Jane felt the corner of her mouth lift before she could stop it. “No,” she gave a soft laugh 
under her breath. “Young plants are. It’s a metaphor. They’re still growing.” 


Nihlus’s green eyes has shifted to examine her face. She heard Saren give a low, trilling 
growl beneath his breath, ducking his head to gaze back at the field. 


“Humans,” he grumbled. 


Nihlus studied her a minute longer before regaining some of his posture and looking ahead. 
“I’ve never seen human young before,” he said quietly. Discerning. "None younger than the 
pup on Noveria." 


She heard Saren click. Like the conversation was one he found irritating. “Call them off, 
human. Now that Spectre Kryik is here, we can vet them ourselves.” He seemed eager to 
change the subject. 


Jane called the remaining soldiers to circle up. It would be up to Nihlus and herself to 
actually assess them. Saren had made it clear on the ship he had no interest in engaging with 
Alliance members up close. Something Nihlus had been surprisingly accepting of, despite 
Saren’s unpalatable way of stating it. 
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“T will observe them for the human's benefit. They are not worth of my genuine instruction. ’ 


She wondered if the aversion had something to do with how he’d gotten most of his scars. 
Either way, it was one of the few things Nihlus hadn’t pushed back on. 


They took turns running through several hand-to-hand drills with a few soldiers, one at a 
time, though most never lasted more than a few seconds. 


Occasionally one would request to be tested specifically by Nihlus. Scout Jenkins being the 
first to ask for him. Who made it all of ten seconds before Nihlus had him pinned under one 
knee. He offered the soldier his hand up once he tapped out. 


She began to realize their aversion to her when Laurie was next to approached. He seemed to 
hesitate before shooting a look to Saren behind her and diverting to Nihlus—out of breath, 
but far from fatigued—with a small wince. 


Jane crossed her arms, sinking back on her hip, saying nothing. If they were going to judge 
the squad based on their ability to win, Nihlus wouldn’t leave many to choose from. He was 
four for four and tallying the second he downed Laurie with a leg sweep and a grip to the 
back of the neck. 


When Alenko stepped up he didn’t even look at Saren. He came to her without hesitating, his 
posture telling her he was resolved to do so, and more than a little aware both turians were 
watching him. 


“Not going to sic them on me when you lose, are you, Scorpio?” 
His voice was light, matching the faint sharpness to his dark eyes. A joke. Jane scoffed. 
“Big words for a scout. Let’s see what you’ ve got first, Alenko.” 


His shoulders eased as he studied her face for a second longer. Then came at her head on. 


She hadn’t fought many humans—though they weren’t particularly difficult compared to the 
resilience of most batarians. They didn’t have the reach and stability of a turian. And weren’t 
as agile as an asari. Their easiest weakness was their stamina. Especially the stronger they 
seemed to be. 


The more body weight there was to throw around, the quicker they were to tire. And the 
slower they were. A few good jabs and he had to pull in to reset. Giving her a moment to 
knock him off balance and sent him down with a hand to his chest. 


She’d expected him to sweep her legs. Though she hadn’t expected him to hook her ankle, 
remembering all at once how much more flexible he would be than Nihlus, and she lost her 
footing at the same time, giving him just enough ground to land on top of her when they fell. 


She hit the grass on her stomach. Feeling Alenko’s breath on her neck. Scrambling to pin her 
with his hand on her waist. Pressing her down with his weight as she gathered her hips up 
enough to throw him off. 


“Shit!” 


He was easy to buck. She had him pinned in a second. Straddled at the waist. Realizing, 
remembering, all at once, that humans were not plated, and that he was— 


“Shepard.” 


Alenko’s face was pink. A color too pale to be from exertion. His dark eyes were hazy as he 
reached quickly to push her up—away—with a grip on her thighs, panting softly. She saw his 
attention flicker to her throat. His eyes widened. 


“Shepard, you’re blee—” 
He didn’t finish before she felt talons grab her by the nape, hauling up her with little effort. 


“This is the best your Alliance can give us?” Saren’s voice was a low snarl. He released her 
the moment she was on her feet. “Not one of you has managed to withstand even the most 
preliminary drill. On your feet, soldier!” 


Alenko sat up, watching Jane as Nihlus pulled her away, still panting in the grass. His brown 
eyes now locked on the collar of her jumpsuit. 


“Let me see.” Nihlus’s voice was soft. Pulling her attention back onto him. His fringe was 
narrowed, green eyes dilated and dark as he reached to lift her chin with his talon, making a 
low click. “We should’ve put more medi-gel on it before landing. It needs to close before it 
will scar.” 


He swiped at her chin with the heel of his hand. She saw his mandibles pull tight to his jaw. 
Making him look deadly. 


“She needs to go to the infirmary. That’s a lot of blood.” Alenko was on his feet now. Not 
crossing the boundary of Saren between them. 


Jane reached to feel it for herself but Nihlus took her wrist. 
“You have no idea what she needs,” Saren rumbled. 
Alenko’s eyes risked a glance at him. Bold. “She’s human. I know better than you.” 


She sensed Nihlus tune to the accusation. The subtle slide back of his mandibles. Chest 
expanding—making his stature more apparent. 


“Where?” His dilated eyes cut the distance to Alenko. 
“T can take her,” the scout said 
“Unlikely,” Saren snarled. “You can escort us. Spectre Kryik will continue with instruction.” 


Nihlus’s green eyes shifted back to her, softening, cupping the back of her head in his 
massive hand. “Okay, Jane?” he rasped. 


Jane nodded, “I’m okay,” remembering that same look on his face, kneeling over her in the 
cage, holding her warm and purring to his bare chest. 


“T didn t mean to hurt you.” 
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“You don t hurt me.’ 


“Stay with him,” Nihlus’s voice was low, just between them. She knew he wanted it to be 
him. Though there was no trusting Saren alone with a group of Alliance soldiers. “Don’t 
leave his side.” 


It made him uneasy—she could see it. Jane reached up to put a hand on his forearm, giving it 
a light squeeze. “I will. I won’t take long.” She nodded back in the direction of the group. 
The side of her mouth torqued just enough to draw his gaze. “Go easy on them,” she said. 


She followed Saren after Alenko off field. She could see a small cluster of tin buildings not 
far past. Close enough she felt less worried about leaving Nihlus alone. 


Even so, she hoped it wouldn’t take long. Too many things seemed to go wrong whenever 
they were apart. 
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The infirmary was dim, quiet except for the low thud of Saren’s boots, pacing in front of the 
door outside. 


By now the blood had mostly dried. The doctor had applied medigel to the wound and given 
her a shot before ordering her to wait on the table until the gel set. 


She’d left her shortly after, disappearing through a back door, cursing at her digital chart 
under her breath, telling her she’d be back once she’s found a place in the building with 
connection to upload her data. She thought the doctor might have stayed if it hadn’t been for 
Saren. 


The Spectre was more unpleasant than usual. The second they’d reached the trailer, he’d 
snarled at Alenko to wait outside before breaching the infirmary with her behind him, 
barking at the doctor, “Fix her. Now”, with no introduction. 


She wouldn’t say it was surprising. He’d been unpalatable since they’d landed. But there was 
something about him now that seemed odd, even for him. 


He was on edge. 
And the door between them wasn’t helping. 
Jane sat in the quiet for several minutes before she heard the other door slide open behind her. 


She turned, expecting to see the doctor. Instead seeing Alenko coming to stand in the 
doorway. There was a line between his dark brows. One that deepened when he approached. 


“What are you—” 

“Are you okay?” 

Jane dropped down from the exam table as he came. 
“You can’t be in here.” Saren was already hostile enough. 


She paused to listen for the sound of his footsteps on the other side of the door. But now 
heard nothing. 


She watched Kaidan move swiftly to the keypad on the other door and trigger the lock. 
Making something in her turn. 


“Your handler is busy trying to get that pricey omni-tool on his arm to work. He’s been 
cursing about his comm channel for the last two minutes. He won’t notice.” A pause as he 
turned back to look at her. “You’re safe.” 


Jane felt her jaw flutter as she watched Alenko. 
“IT was safe before,” she said. 
She caught the way his dark eyes shot to her throat. 


“Shepard...” There was no missing the softness to his voice. The way he exhaled her name as 
he came closer. “At least the bleeding stopped.” 


He was standing in front of her now. Reaching for the opened collar of her jumpsuit. Not able 
to touch it before she caught his hand. 


“Don’t,” she warned. “They’Il smell you on me. They might think you...” 
“Did he touch you?” 
“Just don’t,” she said. 


His dark eyes searched hers, present, close, moving closer as he shifted forward. Making her 
suddenly aware of his breath. Of the color in his cheeks, growing as he spoke. 


“T can help you. The Alliance can,” his voice grew quieter. Softer. Just between them. “T 
know what it’s like. To be forced to do things. To fight, and used like some kind of... 
weapon.” 


His gaze flickered down. Moving from her eyes to her neck. Then up. To her mouth. 
“Tf those turians are forcing you to—” 


“They’re not forcing me to do anything.” Her voice was curt. Hard. She turned her face away. 
Only to feel him hesitate. Go slightly stiff. Then slip his hand free from her grasp. 


It met the side of her face. Turning it back to him. Making her tense. 
“They...Jesus, the marked you. They Aurt you. I would never do that to you.” 


He was closer now. That line between his eyebrows growing deeper. Firm with some sort of 
conviction. Resolve. 


“T don’t know how long it’s been since someone’s reminded you. That it doesn't have be like 
that. You don't deserve it.” 


It had been so long since she’d been this close to another human. She’d forgotten the tells. 
The soft eyes, the way they looked to her mouth, lingered as he moved in. There was no 
anticipating it when it happened. 


All she had time to think was how small he felt in comparison. He didn’t have to duck. The 
second he leaned in his mouth was immediately on hers. Strangely soft. Made for the gesture. 


She felt warmth spread out over the bandage on her neck. The vague sting as more blood 
seeped through onto the medi-gel soaked patch. 


“Alenko.” 


Her voice was firm, breaking him away from her with a hand on his chest. His eyes flashed a 
little. Face that same color it’d been, pinned beneath her in the dirt, pink and flushed. She 
saw him take notice of the fresh blood for himself. Looking down at his hand, where the 
color now stained his fingers. 


“Shit, Shepard, I’m sorry. I...I barely touched you.” 


It was him. It had to be. Though she didn’t understand enough about turian biology to know 
how. The noticeable silence behind the door where Saren had been pacing seemed to grow 
louder. Like an answer in its own. 


“They must’ve really done a number on you. Does it hurt?” 

He reached for her again. 

“Don’t,” she said. “They don’t hurt me. They don’t force me. I’m not their...” 

Slave. 

It almost came out. Causing that flutter of panic to rise. That sudden, gripping fear. 

He's going to find out. 

Maybe he should, another voice bit down. Look at what it costs. 

The thought was so strange, so immediate, it pulled her out of the panic. Into something else. 
“I’m with them by choice.” 


Maybe it was better. Neither Garrus, nor Nihlus, or even Saren had defended themselves 
against the accusations. For the Spectre’s it meant losing credibility. They’d made sacrifices 
in their career for her. And Garrus... 


“My father thinks I left by choice.” 
They were losing things. Taking hits, taking risks, to give her what she wanted. 


To let you hide. 


Jane pushed Alenko a little farther out. Meeting his gaze head on. 
“They saved my life.” 

He didn’t move when she dropped her hand. 

“On Noveria,” she said. “That’s where they found me.” 
“Noveria?” Alenko said. 


Jane didn’t look away from him, feeling her shoulders ease back into a straighter posture. 
“T’d been bought by an asari, Axia, from the raiders on Mindoir.” 


That name struck a chord with him. She could see it. 


“She had a client who was interested in my biotics. Before that I’d spent two years in the 
possession of batarians. Spectre Kryik, Archangel... never would’ve survived without them. 
And I never would’ve made it off that planet without all three.” 


Her hands furled shut at her sides. “Saren taught me to control what Axia had trained me to 
do. To be a weapon. A warhead, she called me. And the marks—” her eyes searched his, 
feeling heat crop up, “They’re mine. I asked for them. They mean something to turians. 
Something I want very much.” 


Alenko was silent for a moment. Studying her closely. “You’re...with them?” he asked. There 
was emphasis on the plural. Showing his confusion. 


“Out of everything I’ve just told you, is that really the most shocking part?” Jane raised an 
eyebrow. 


Kaidan scoffed, scrubbing the back of his neck. “No...no. I guess not. I just...” He exhaled 
quietly. Shoulders dropping. “The asari that bought you. Did she—?" 


“She’s dead,” Jane cut in. Voice even. Cold. “I killed her myself.” 


His brown eyes shot back to her. Drawn in. “Good.” No inflection. Like it was a fact. “I 
killed mine, too." 


Jane searched his face in silence. Seeing that small edge. That same feeling, one she knew 
well. That surprising, sometimes frightening lack of remorse. Telling you that you should feel 
something for doing it. Even though you don’t. 


“Did you ever find out who the interested party was?” Kaidan asked her. 
Jane held his gaze. “Yeah,” she said. “Cerberus.” 


The sudden drop into silence was heavy. Dark. She saw his hand make a fist at his side. 
“Then that’s why. I always wondered, what three turians wanted to do with a human terrorist 
group. Cerberus should’ve been our territory. Why didn’t they say anything to the Council?” 


Jane’s gaze slipped away as she turned her face. Feeling her cheeks burn. “Because I didn’t 
want them to.” She swallowed down the small prickle of shame. Pushing past that instinct in 
her gut that told her she shouldn’t have said anything. Knowing it was better—it was right 
not to hide. She’d done it for too long. And those she loved had suffered from it most. 


His expression softened. A brief flicker—enough to tell her he understood. “They were 
protecting you.” 


Her jaw fluttered as she turned back to him. She had no time to answer before the rapid 
sound of boots approached the door behind her. 


Saren’s voice breached the quiet the second it opened. 


“T could smell you the second you entered the room.” His harsh eyes were on Alenko, zeroed 
in. “You think you’re clever. Remove yourself from her, before I do it myself. You will make 
her bleed again with your stench.” 


The hard edge to his voice gripped her, making her stand a little straighter. She ducked her 
head to look at him with a scowl. 


“Pm alright.” 


She barely got the words out before there was a low thud, followed by sudden darkness as the 
lights to the infirmary went out. 


“What was that?” 


She heard Saren’s snarl as he approached. “We’re leaving, human. My comm line is jammed. 
Whatever the Alliance is—” 


It was the last moment she heard his voice. 


Just that one second, a half-finished sentence, before everything was muted by the bright 
burst of daylight. The infirmary was gone in a second. The building itself not able to 
withstand whatever it was that tore through it like it was nothing, sending her back with no 
resistance until she hit dirt on her back. 


It took too long—too long to gather enough air to clear the dots from her field of vision. 


Her hand grabbed fistfuls of soil as she rolled over onto her side. She coughed, tasting the 
harsh, burning scent of ash. Of fire. 


Then came the screaming. 


She looked out in the direction she’d come. She must’ve been thrown several yards. How she 
wasn’t hurt, she didn’t— 


“Get up! Jane! We have to clear the area—now!” 


She knew Alenko’s voice. Her eyes scoured the wreckage scattered in front of her. Saren. 
Where was he? 


Alenko was running toward her. Her gaze went beyond the leveled area of trailers, to the 
field, the place she’d just been with Nihlus, with Garrus. Now nothing but a gaping, open 
hole in the ground. 


“No 99 


She started to scramble, to her claw her way onto her feet, only for Kaidan to grab her by the 
shoulder and hoist her back. 


There was another massive thud. A sound that shook the ground. Followed by another round 
of screaming. More crashing. Heat washed up the side of her face as her amp triggered. 


“Tt’s still going,” Kaidan shouted. “We need eyes on it. A better vantage point. We have to 
move, Shepard. Now.” 


It took her a second to realize he was pulling her away from them—from Saren, from Nihlus, 
Garrus—Christ, where were they? 


They were halfway up the hill before she was able to look away from the wreckage. She 
triggered her comms as she pushed past Alenko, sprinting up the hill for a better view. 


“Nihlus, do you copy?” 

Nothing but the sound of her own breathing. 
“Garrus.” 

Silence. 

“Fuck, fuck!” 


Rocks scattered as her boot made contact with the dirt, kicking furiously before she turned 
back to face the training area. It was impossible to see it fully. Most of the area was either 
caved in, or obscured in smoke. Her hand went to grip the top of her hair. 


She could hear Alenko talking over his comms beside her. 


“Captain, do you read me? Akuze to mission control. Shit, I can’t get a signal. What the hell 
is happening?” 


Daylight stung her eyes as Jane turned her head, gazing back over her shoulder across the 
other side of the valley, at nothing but open sand and gravel. There was another thud. Sending 
a rain of rocks down the steeper side of the incline. 


*“Alenko...” 


He fell silent. She felt him look at her. Then turn to follow her gaze. 


‘What is that?” her voice was low. Still. 


The ground was moving. Moving fast. Whatever it was, it was massive. Kaidan was 
noticeably silent as he watched it. 


“We have to evacuate,” he said after a moment. 


She looked over at him. “There’s at least fifty people here. How do we get them all to the 
ship with no comms?” 


His dark eyes were wild, nearly red in the sun as he looked out over the remains of the 
training ground. 


“Those things won’t stop until every one of us is dead. The ship...it’s still on the landing pad 
due north.” She followed his concise gesture, spotting it on the ground. “Without comms, it’s 
our only way off of the outpost. And it’s—” 


“Vulnerable.” 


They were lucky it hadn’t already been leveled, given how quickly whatever it was had torn 
through the buildings. 


Jane cursed again. Garrus had sent his ship to orbit at Saren’s instruction. He’d called it a 
tactical position. They weren’t due to check in until morning. Without comms, they couldn’t 
radio the crew to land. 


“T’m not leaving here without them,” she said, still gazing out over the field. 
Kaidan’s voice was quiet when he answered. “I know.” 


Fear threatened to claw its way up. A feeling she quickly squashed. “Make it to the ship. Get 
it off the ground and into orbit, see if you can’t get a signal to call for backup,” she said. “Do 
a Sweep as you go for anyone you can take with you. Ill round up anyone else I can find. Get 
them somewhere safe.” 


“Somewhere they can’t burrow. Somewhere high,” Kaidan said, coming to face her fully. 
Jane did the same. The air was tight and shallow in her chest. A fact she refused to show. 


Head up. Keep your shoulders back, human. Look me in the eye. 
Saren’s voice latched on. Keeping her steady. Kaidan studied her before he spoke. 


“You're dealing with thresher maws, Shepard. Our shields are useless. You can’t outrun 
them. They will always find you. And they are always hungry. Move quiet and light.” 


Jane swallowed. Nodded. There was nothing left to do then but what had to be done. Every 
second now mattered. 


“Go,” she told him. 


He looked at her a moment longer, a last look, before taking a posture that surprised her, 
saluting her once, then turning to leave her on the hill. 


The second he was out of sight she moved back to the edge of the drop off. 


It was impossible to descend quietly. Rock showered behind her as she went, doing her best 
to stay low, scanning the wreckage of the trailer where they’d just come. Most of the 
screaming had stopped. Leaving only the crackle of fire and that low, shifting sound that 
occasionally shook the ground. 


She didn’t find Saren in the debris. Though it was so scattered it was impossible to tell which 
came from where. Several minutes of looking gave her nothing but a few medigel packets, 
which she pocketed, and a scorched pistol. 


Her eyes scanned the hazy field as she tucked the weapon into her holster. 
“Don t hesitate. Move!” 


Closer to the smoke she heard that same, strange thumping. Hard enough it sent rock up in a 
spray. Followed by the sound of screaming, making her stomach sink. Answered a second 
later by the sound of gunfire. The sound of people. 


It could’ve been anyone. It could’ve been them. 
Jane took off toward it without hesitating. 


It was impossible to see. Smoke burned, bringing tears to her eyes. She ran until she could 
make out a vague outline, the shape of something, of humans, firing at— 


Oh. 


It was her first thought. Her only thought. Bigger than massive. Than anything she’d ever 
seen before. Writhing, lifting its heavy head and bringing it down, shaking the ground as it 
landed. Jane slid to a stop behind a heap of smoldering metal. 


No amount of firing seemed to stop it. It shook its head from side to side, taking out several 
of the group in an instant. 


“Hit it—hit it now!” 


There was a pause. Then the sharp burst of fire as someone threw a grenade. A dead aim. 
Barely knocking the creature to one side with the force of the blast. Doing nothing. 


“Shit! It’s—” 


Four of them, gone in an instant. Wiped out as the creature spewed something onto the squad 
that had them screaming, dropping to the ground, kicking for mere seconds before the world 
returned to silence. 


The ground rumbled as the creature vanished back beneath the earth. Jane gathered her feet 
and sprinted toward them. Only to stop a yard or so away. There was no missing the sound, a 
low, popping sizzle, like they were burning, though it was only whatever bile the thresher 
maw had spit onto them that did it. 


There was no saving whatever was left of them. 


And no shaking the image from her mind—of what a person’s skin looked like, melted to the 
bone, making her double over the second the smell hit her nose. Gagging on the scent. 


It took a second to gather herself, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. Jane cursed 
beneath her breath. 


There were more bodies, littering the ground, strewn like they’d been thrown, some just 
pieces. Dark shapes in the grass. Unrecognizable as human. But all of them human, 
nonetheless. 


She gathered dog tags from those she could as she went. Thinking maybe, maybe it would 
mean something, if she’d be able to bring them back. 


She’d never gotten her mother's. Though she always wished she had. 


Jane was near the firing range—now nothing but another crater—before it came again. That 
low rumble. The sudden spew of earth as it emerged. Yards, just yards ahead, not facing her 
yet, but when it did, she knew she’d be dead 


A hand seized her by the shoulder and yanked her back, pulling her down behind the cover of 
a thrown trailer. It took her a moment to register the human face in front of her. One she 
recognized from Flux. 


“Thank fuck, you’re alive.” 


Natalia was panting. Eyes wide, searching her face. She saw the shape of her brother, Laurie, 
standing behind her. Though Jane didn’t look at him. 


“Where are the others?” Jane said. 
She heard that massive, landing thud as the creature lowered itself back into the ground. 


“T don’t know. I don’t where anyone is. One second we’re just standing there, shooting 
rounds with Archangel, the next...’ 


The soldier trailed off as her eyes darted in the direction of a sound. Screeching. So loud Jane 
saw Laurie cover his ears. The soldier leaned into her a little until it stopped. 


“Tt wiped out half the squad before I was on my fucking feet,” Nat said. Her hand cinched a 
little tighter on the front of Jane’s jumpsuit. “What’s the move, Scorpio? Because right now, 
we’re looking a little screwed.” 


Jane pushed away from the wall of the trailer, looking back at the rest of the group. “Comms 
are down. Spectre Arterius suspected the signal was jammed. Whatever’s happening, at least 
some of it has to be intentional.” 


She kept her voice low. She trusted Saren’s word. Jammed. Not lost. Not down. He’d been 
sure. And more than ready to come after Kaidan for it. 


“T sent Alenko to get the ship off the ground and S.O.S for backup. Before our only method 
of communication could be destroyed.” 


“Tf it’s not already,” she heard Laurie say. 


Her eyes went to him. “We could see it from a vantage point straight west.” She signaled with 
her fingers in the direction. “I stayed back to get people to high ground and wait for aid. It’s 
going to take more than a few firing rounds to down the ugly bastard. Your team needs to 
retreat.” 


She felt the ground shift under her boots. Followed by the rapid sound of distant gunshots. 
More survivors. 


Do something. 


“There’s no time to round everyone up on foot,” Jane said. “We need a way to signal people 
to the hill so they can make a break for it themselves.” 


A moment of silence as the small group looked between each other. 
“T’ve...I’ve got a flare.” 
She recognized scout Jenkins when he stepped forward, reaching for his belt. Jane nodded. 


“He won’t make it. Neither will anyone who sees it. You hear that?” Laurie nodded back in 
the direction of nothing but smoke. “It’s thinning us out. Thresher maws are skilled hunters. 
The second they sense us running, we don’t stand a chance.” 


Jane thought for a moment. Though it didn’t take her long. If Nihlus had taught her anything, 
it was to think fast. “Then we need a distraction.” 


“You mean bait,” someone in the group said. 


Jane looked beyond them, to the open crater in the ground. The place where they’d just been. 
Just seconds ago. Nihlus, Garrus. “No,” she said. “I mean a threat.” 


She pulled the pistol from her belt to check the clip. “We can’t do damage to its head.” If a 
grenade couldn’t bleed it, she doubted they had something stronger that would. “The rest of it 
stays underground—maybe it’s vulnerable. Judging by the size of that hole, they like to dig 
tunnels. It moves too fast to be making a new path every time. Should be easy enough to get 
down into them on foot.” 


“Jesus, Scorpio, you mean you want to get down in there with that thing?” Natalia asked. 


Jane shot her a look. “What I want is to find my crew. And I can’t do that if that thing is 
trying to eat me.” The pistol clip made a hard click as she slapped it back into place. “So I'll 
do what it takes. Figure I’ve got a better chance if I can meet it face to face.” 


Don’t think. Don’t feel. No fear. Bite back. 
“Give me five minutes, then make a break for the hill with Jenkins.” 
“What about you?” Jenkins frowned. 


Jane loaded the chamber on the pistol and tucked the gun in her holster. “I'll be fine. Just lay 
low.” 


There was a moment of quiet. Then Laurie’s voice. “You can’t go alone. I'll back you up.” 


Natalia shot a look at him. She watched the soldier scrub the back of his blond hair with his 
hand. He winced. A nervous look. “Come on. Little thing like you? You won’t make much 
noise,” he said. “I’ve got enough grenades on my belt to bring down at least one of those 
tunnels,” he said. “I’m going with you.” 


Natalia turned back to her, hoisting her rifle up and onto her shoulder. “I’m going too.” 
She heard the other two join in agreement. Leaving Jenkins to stand in silence. Jane huffed. 


“Alright,” she said. “Jenkins, you’ve got a better shot of moving by yourself anyway. When 
you hear the bbom—make a break straight west.” 


She felt the ground shift beneath her. A series of low thuds. Another round of rapid gunfire, 
ending in a bright flash of flames in the direction of the Alliance ship. 


Jane didn’t think—didn’t even consider what that might mean. If they were going to move, 
now was the time. 


“Let’s go.” 


The small team trailed her through the smoke, keeping their sights raised behind her. The 
gaping hole in the ground was roughly forty yards from their rendezvous point. She moved 
them quickly to capitalize on the continuing sound of gunfire—telling her it was already 
distracted. When they reached the edge of the pit she didn’t stop, leaping down onto the first 
rocky ledge she could land on. 


It was a long drop. Intimidating, if she dared to look at the bottom, though she never did. The 
last several yards she had to free-slide down the side, barely managing to land on her feet. 


She heard the low thud of her boots, the echo of her breath against the cavern walls, followed 
by the others as they landed. 


The air down here was surprisingly cool. And nearly pitch dark. She didn’t have her helmet 
—though a few of the soldiers had flashlights on their utility belts. 


It was still beneath the surface. Unnervingly so. She looked around for a moment before 
signaling the team in the direction of the second crater, closer to the firing range. And the still 
sustained sound of gunshots. Someone was alive. And giving the thresher maw enough hell 
to keep it that way. 


“We need to get eyes on it,” she said. “And a route to retreat.” 


It’d be a scramble to make it back out of the pit. Though it was doable. Natalia paced away 
from her toward the opposite end of the tunnel. 


“There’s light down there,” she said. 
Jane ducked her head to look over her shoulder. 


“It’s probably just daylight,” Laurie replied. “That thing's made more than a few holes on the 
surface.” 


“No, look,” Natalia pressed. “It’s red.” 
The rest of the group turned to look. The moment she did, Jane heard static over her comms. 
“... There? I can’t—shit—please just...tell me...” 


The words were impossible to decipher through the static. But god, she would know that 
voice anywhere. Her fingers fumbled as Jane triggered her omni-tool. 


“Garrus?” 


“Jane? Jane! Where...you? Are you—" she heard him inhale, a sharp sound, like he was in 
pain. “I...get to you. Please just...me...safe.” 


“Somethings jamming our signal. I can barely hear you. Are you hurt? Where are you?” 
Her heart was in her throat. Was he with Nihlus? 


“’,.don’t know where...am. I...fell. I can’t...” his voice faded. Making her say his name 
again in panic. “It’s dark here. I...an’t see. Jane, I’m—fuck...m pinned.” 


Panic grew into something worse. Something painful. A feeling in her heart that made it hard 
to breathe. Jane threw a look at Nat. 


“See if you can reach your command.” 
Nat was already keying on her omni-tool, shaking her head. 
“The signal’s still too scrambled. Whoever you’ re talking to, maybe they’re close.” 


He was on the firing range when it came. Maybe he fell through the first crater. Jane 
triggered her comms again. 


“Keep talking to me, Angel. Tell me what you see.” 


“Tt’s...dark. I can... smoke, but... hard to breathe. Spirits, I don’t think I...much air in here.” 
He was just ahead. He had to be. If she listened she thought maybe she could— 


“Shepard.” Jane threw a look back at Laurie behind her. Noticing it the second he said her 
name. Silence. 


The thumping had stopped. And so had the gunfire. 
“T think we’ve got its attention,” he said. 


Jane signaled toward the light at the opposite end of the tunnel. “Retreat—we need to see 
where that light is coming from. Archangel, hang tight. We can pull it away from the area and 
give Jenkins the chance to move. Once it’s through I’m circling back. I’m coming for you, 
big guy. Just hold on.” 


“Shit—it’s coming!” 


She felt Laurie shove her forward. Sending her off into a dead sprint. It was hard to run in the 
dark. She let one of the soldiers with a flashlight take point, running several yards before they 
heard the rumble of the caverns behind them. 


The red light ahead was growing, crawling up the walls behind it, blinking slowly as they 
approached, until they emerged into a large opening. Leading dead into a drop off. 


The flashlight in front of her vanished. 


She narrowly missed the ledge as someone grabbed her and pulled her sideways, shoving her 
back against the wall. Soot fell as the rambling grew louder, until she saw it, heard it, trailing 
the scream of one of the soldiers who wasn’t fast enough to make it as it went. 


She watched the creature contort its body to writhe down into the deeper pit below. Leaving 
them panting and in the dark. 


Two. 

They’d just lost two. 

The first must’ve missed the drop off until he was too close. 
“Damn it,” Jane hissed. 


“That must be where it comes out of,” she heard Natalia peer down over the ledge. Jane could 
just make out her face in the low strobe of red light. “Someone blew it wide open. Look at 
that.” Nat pointed to the blinking light on a small outcrop across from them. “That’s an 
undetonated explosive. Who would do this?” 


“Shit, that thing is huge,” Laurie panted. “If it gets triggered this whole cavern’s coming 
down.” 


Dont hesitate. Move! 


“Then that’s exactly what we do,” Jane said. She held a hand out to Natalia. “Give me your 
rifle.” 


Nat turned to look at her, shrugging the strap from her shoulder as she extended it. “Why?” 


Jane didn’t give her time to argue. “Retreat back to the surface.” She triggered her comms as 
she took the gun. “Angel, do you copy?” 


Static flooded the line, then the familiar sound of his voice. “I hear you, Jane. I’m...going 
anywhere.” He sounded tired. Weaker than he had just a few minutes ago. If he was right, if 
he was sealed somewhere under rubble, they didn’t have long before he’d run out of air. Even 
less if he was badly hurt. 


“T’m coming back for you,” she said. “Just hang on.” 


Garrus had fallen somewhere near the first opening. Natalia had seen the red light not far 
from the area. If she hurried maybe she could reach him in time to pull him out and still hit 
the explosive before the thresher maw reemerged. 


“Forget it—we’re not leaving you down here.” Nat pushed away from the wall. Coming to 
face her. Turning her back to the pit below. “It’s too risky.” 


Maybe Saren was right. Maybe Nihlus was rubbing off on her. 


“We don’t have time to argue,” Jane checked the chamber with a heavy-handed click. “You 
need to—” 


It only took a second. That’s how fast it was. 


She’d been standing too close to the edge. Though none of them knew that until it’d already 
happened. There was only the low rumble, a split second of realization, before it had her, 
pulling her down and over the ledge. 


She screamed. Whether it was from pain, or from fear, Jane didn’t know. She thought it 
always sounded the same. Laurie dove to catch her, Jane missing her narrowly as she threw 
the rifle onto her back to reach. 


She heard Laurie call her name—a crying, desperate sound. 
“Nat!” 


He had her. But so did the thresher maw. And only one of them was stronger. It didn’t matter 
how tightly he held her then. It just took what it had of her and retreated back into the dark. 


Neither of them moved for a long second. Staring. Staring at what neither of them could 
acknowledge. Or speak of. Until Laurie let go of her hand, watching it slip away, gazing 
down into the dark in silence. 


His eyes were distant. Voice soft when he spoke again. 
“Give me the gun.” 


It took her a second to register his words. Numb from the feeling. Almost familiar—though 
this one was worse. More than just blood. The feeling of a face, of a voice she knew, gone in 
an instant. Of someone that had followed her down here—trusting her judgement. 


Her eyes shifted to him when he rose. 
“Laurie...” 
“Give it to me!” 


She nearly flinched. He reached, wrenched it free from her shoulder. A small thought 
twitched. 


“You can’t...” her voice was hoarse. 


But he could. And she could see it in his eyes, that he’d already decided he would. He 
reached for his dog tags, breaking the chain with a hard pull, shoving them into her chest as 
he pushed her back toward the tunnels. “Give them to my mom,” he said. 


Words that stung worse than anything. 
“Go!” 


He didn’t leave her time to argue. Raising the sights the second he turned. Giving her only a 
split second to decide before she was running back in the direction they’d come. Just one 
now. Only her. 


She rammed her omni-tool with the side of her fist. ““Garrus, talk to me. Make some noise.” 
“What the...out there, Jane? There’s screaming. Where are you?” 


He was getting clearer now—the closer she got to the first opening. She heard a crack. The 
sound of gunfire behind her. Then the cock of a reload. A miss. 


Soot rained down as the ground beneath her began to rumble. 


“We’re out of time, Garrus. I need to get you out of here.” She slid to a stop beneath the 
second opening. 


“That sound again,” Garrus’s voice flooded the comms. “What’s...” 


Jane strained her ears, trying to hear his voice over the approaching sound. The next crack of 
the rifle. 


“Wait, I can smell you. You’re close, I—shit, I can’t move.” 


A shower of pebbles scattered the ground at her feet. Jane turned her face up to the light. 
Spotting a small outcrop of rock near the gaping mouth of the pit. Piled in slate and dirt. But 
even so, she could see it. Just the very end of a rifle stock, visible in the rubble. 


There was no time to feel relief. To feel anything. 


Her hands were in the sand, half clawing, half crawling her way up toward the outcrop, blind 
to anything but that desperate, panicked need to find him, to get to him. Save him. 


She was still scrambling when the third gunshot hit. There was a brief inhale. Like the air 
was being sucked away from her. Followed by an even louder rumble. 


Jane hit the ledge on her knees. Smearing blood on the rock as she pulled it frantically away 
until she could see him. Breathing. Alive. 


“Jane?” 


There was a boom. She felt heat, unbearable, washing toward her as fire roared through the 
tunnel. 


“Garrus!”’ 


It was the last thing she heard, just the sound of her own voice, that same sound—the same 
feeling she’d heard in Laurie’s. 


It sent rock flying. Jane reached to grip him, to cover him with her body, save him, unwilling 
to let go. Even as she felt slate beneath her shift. Slip away with the sudden impact. She felt 
talons on the back of her neck. Pulling her up toward the light. 


Even then Jane didn’t let go. She held onto Garrus like it was all that mattered, feeling 
someone hoist her up and over the edge of the pit just as dust plummed upward, and the ledge 
beneath them gave way. 


Jane hit her back in the grass. Garrus made a rasp as he landed on top of her, held tight to her 
chest as her arms continued to cling. Her boots dug into the dirt as she kicked, scrambling 
them farther away from the opening, listening to the impact of the tunnel collapsing beneath 
them. 


Someone was dragging them. Pulling them a safe distance away before dropping her again. 
“Human.” 


Saren’s voice dipped low. Reaching to pry Garrus away. She heard Garrus cough, watching 
blue blood spatter the dirt beneath him as he rolled over, his hand reaching to grip his side. 


“Human!” Saren’s hand was on her face. Not gripping. Turning it to him, bringing her gaze to 
his. “Are you hurt?” 


Jane sucked in a breath—immediately choked by the taste of smoke and dirt. Causing her to 
scramble over onto her hands and knees and gag up anything still in her stomach. 


She heard Saren’s low rumble beside her. Felt the sudden, light race of his talons on her 
cheek. Guiding her hair away. 


The second she was able to breathe, she pushed away from the ground onto her knees. Some 
of the smoke had cleared from the field. Giving her a faded view of the hill beyond the 
wreckage. And the small flare light waving back and forth in the haze. 


Her vision blurred. Making it impossible to count the shapes of people moving toward it 
through the smoke. 


“Where’s Nihlus?” 
Her voice was a strained croak. Barely recognizable—even to herself. 


“T made brief contact with Spectre Kryik via comms several minutes ago. He was engaged 
with the thresher maw near the Alliance landing pad,” Saren’s voice was hard, but... “I've 
been unable to reach him since.” 


Jane turned to look up at him against the fading sun. His talons lingered in her hair a second 
longer before she gazed down at Garrus beside her. Saren’s touch slipped away as she 
scrambled over to him. 


He was panting, doubled over on his knees, still gripping his side. 


“You need a doctor.” Jane reached to put her hand over his. “We need a way to signal the 
ship.” 


“Tm alright, Shep. Just...” Garrus sucked in a breath as he rose up on his knees. Grabbing 
her rather carelessly to pull her in. He ducked over her to bury his face in her hair. “Just hold 
on. Just...” 


She could feel the rise and fall of his massive chest against hers. Like he was still struggling 
for air. His arms squeezed her tighter. 


“Tm alright,” she told him. “You’re okay. I’ve got you.” She held onto him, face in his chest, 
never realizing until that moment that she knew Garrus by his scent. Warm sun and gun oil. 
Strictly him. 


“You did well, human.” Saren’s voice appeared over her. A shadow shielding her from the 
sun. “Rendezvous with the others. I hear a ship approaching.” 


Garrus pulled back enough to press his forehead to hers. Causing Saren to rumble. Jane put 
her hand on the side of his face. A gentle touch against his injured mandible. Garrus’s blue 
eyes hovered over hers. 


“T need to find Nihlus,” she said. “I’m not leaving here without him.” 


“T’m coming with you.” His voice left no room for argument. Though she knew he couldn’t. 
He needed medical attention. 


She slid her arm beneath his heavy bicep, feeling him stumble as she lugged him to his feet. 
He staggered, doing his best not to lean into her, though he couldn’t seem to help it. She 
heard Saren click as he grabbed Garrus by the forearm. 


“You'll crush her,” he growled, pulling his arm up and across his broad shoulders to hold his 
weight. Garrus’s fringe narrowed. But he said nothing. 


“We should head for the landing pad.” Jane ducked her head to gaze off in its direction. “If he 
was there—maybe he still is.” 


Saren was right. She could hear the approaching whir of a ship somewhere farther off. Had 
Alenko called for backup so quickly? Maybe he’d found a way to flag Garrus’s ship. 


“You should take Garrus to higher ground. I’Il try to—” 
“Ridiculous.” 
“Not a chance.” 


Both turians spoke at the same time. Jane shot a look up at them. Garrus’s eyes were sharp, 
zeroed in on her face. With that same stern, serious look. One that made him seem older. 


“I’m not letting you out of my sight,” he said. 
Saren said nothing. The look on his face was enough. 


She didn’t need to tell them to stay close. Saren flanked her, ordering Garrus to keep his rifle 
ready, though she wasn’t sure they would need it. The only danger now seemed to be 
navigating the smoke while avoiding the pits left behind by the thresher maw. 


Any soldier they passed along the way she stopped for, pulling dog tags off any she could, 
only stopped by Saren on one occasion for a small squad that looked half burned, or... 
melted. 


“The acid stays active for hours. Don't touch them,” he growled. 


Jane had seen a lot of things. And done most of them. But that, the look on a man’s face 
when half the flesh was gone—it was one she’d never forget. 


They were thirty yards or so from the shape of the landing pad when she saw the ship. 
It was white. Not the same color as the Alliance vessel, or Garrus’s. Forcing her to a stop. 
“What is that?” 


Saren had been looking at her. When she glanced at him, his steel eyes shifted ahead, 
scouring the smoke. Then dialing in. 


“Get down.” 


She had no choice. His hand gripped her by the nape. Pulling both Garrus and herself down 
into the dirt, half hidden by the caved in edge of a thresher maw pit. 


Jane strained her eyes ahead. Seeing several shapes take form as the smoke continued to thin. 


“Kryik is close,” Garrus rasped. “I can—” A sharp breath through his teeth, wincing in pain. 
“T can smell him.” 


Alive. He had to be. She could feel it. Feel... feel him. If he was dead she would know it. 
Though no amount of reason could explain why. 


It took a moment before she was able to make out the shapes. A small group of men in white 
armor, spread out in a ray around a low hovering ship. 


“They look...familiar,” Garrus rumbled. 
“Uniformed but unmarked,” she said. “Those aren’t mercenaries.” 


She heard Saren’s low building growl beside her. “Cerberus,” he answered. “I should have 
known.” 


Something dangerously close to fear gripped her. A gut feeling. Nihlus. 
“Jane.” 


She turned to look at Garrus. His fringe was narrowed, mandibles sliding back tight to his 
face. A lethal, dangerous look. She followed his sharp eyes across the field to the ship. To a 
small group of them, half dragging, half shouldering something toward the hovering ramp. 


Not something. 

Someone. 

“No.” 

Garrus reached to grip her hand. “Shepard. Don’t.” 


She was scrambling to push up from the ground. Stopped only by his talons—holding fast to 
her. 


He was close. So close. Right there. But even closer to the ramp. A few more steps and 
they’d be on it. The rest of the group was already closing in behind him. Leaving. 


“They’re loading him onto the ship.” Her hand curled to a fist beneath his. Digging into soil. 
Feeling the bite of Laurie’s dog tag still wrapped in her palm. “Why?” 


“Bait.” 


Saren’s voice was low beside her. Deep, and heated. More than anger. 


Jane looked at him. His eyes were locked on the ship ahead. Switching to her as she 
scrambled, reaching into her pocket, pulling out the tangle of tags and chain she’d pulled off 
the others, slamming them into the dirt in front of him. 


“Take them. Don’t let him follow.” 


“Jane,” Garrus gripped her tighter. Stronger. Though not as quick, hand not as dexterous, 
unable to hold on as she slipped free. 


“T love you.” She didn’t look at him. Couldn’t bring herself to. To see the look in his blue 
eyes as he felt it. Leaving him. 


“T’ll come for you,” Saren said. Unmovable. Absolute. A promise. 
“Show them who you are.” 

If anyone would let her go—let her prove it for herself—it was him. 
He’d come for her once. 

No matter the cost. 

“T know.” 


She was moving before Garrus could stop her. They already had Nihlus in the docking bay, 
the ship lifting steadily as Jane took off in a dead sprint through the smoke. 


Garrus howled her name. 
She didn’t stop. 


The faster she ran, the higher the ship ascended. Twenty yards. Several of the soldiers on the 
ramp caught sight of her. Moving closer to the edge. Tumbling down as she heard rifle-fire 
behind her. Knocking down one. Then another. Then a third. 


Dirt sprayed as bullets hit the ground. Aimed at the smoke behind her. Firing back. 


The ramp was higher. Too high. She couldn’t breathe, but she didn’t care. Ten yards and she 
could see Nihlus on the floor of the docking bay. Five, and she could hear men on the ramp 
cursing as she closed in. 


She had to jump to catch the ledge. In truth, it surprised her that she could. At how easy it 
was to pull herself up, scrambling, clawing her way up and onto the metal ramp like a demon 
straight from the pit. 


The second she had her footing she didn’t hesitate. Garrus had already dropped the soldiers 
closest to the edge. She pushed up from the ground and rushed the first one she saw head on, 
hitting them with the full force of her biotics. 


She felt the ship lurch as the soldier hit the wall hard enough to make it wabble. 


“Fuck—get her down! Now!” 


There was no running. She reached, grabbing the first to try, hand to the front of their helmet, 
using her biotics to help lift him, slam him down, sending blood out in rays at her feet. 


She heard the muted sound of a gun. The vague sting of something breaching the front of her 
jumpsuit. She didn’t look down, pulling the dart from her shoulder with a hushed growl, 
gripping it as the world softened. A high she was used to. One Axia had drilled into her to 
ignore. To push through. 


“Good girl.” 
The dart made a gurgling noise as it made contact with soft flesh. 
“Lieutenant!” 


Two more shots. A double sting in her breast. She didn’t pull the darts out, turning on the 
man’s voice the second she heard it, knocking him down and out of the closing ramp with a 
biotic flare. He screamed as he fell. Same as all the others. 


“Shit—shit!” 


Another dart hit her shoulder. Making her stumble. Four soldiers standing. Three, when she 
sent a stasis field out, reaching deep, pulling free that hard, rooted bone, yanking it free from 
the human’s chest and sending it skittering across the floor. Easy kill. 


Another dart pierced her suit. She hit the ground on her knees. Nihlus. 


He was there. Right there. In front of her. Chest rising beneath her hand as she doubled 
forward to catch herself. Feeling his heat. His warmth. Unmoving beneath her. 


“Collar her!” 


Something cold closed in around her throat. The familiar weight of metal. Making her weak 
in an instant. 


The world swooped. Growing darker. Until all she could see was him, Nihlus, fading with the 
last line of daylight through the closing ramp. Her hand slid, grasping, gripping to any part of 
him she could. 


"It's okay." Her voice was nothing. Barely a rasp. Her hand tightened over his. "I won't let 
go." 


Then she saw nothing. 
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Last moments. 
Things you see, just before your mind prepares you for death. 


In Nihlus’s experience, it was rarely ever what’s in front of you. Those last moments he’d 
spent, face to face with a thresher maw, firing every damn round he could to give Alenko the 
chance he needed to break for the ship, were only in his peripheral. Alive. He’d said she was 
alive. 


He’d looked the beast in the eye, and all he’d seen was her. Home. A flash of Vakarian, blue 
eyes hovered close to his, “Someone ’ gotta take care of you, Kryik’’, the way his father had 
sat him on his lap, the first time he’d ever learned to pilot a ship, “Since you’re so shit at 
doing it yourself.” 


Jane’s face, serene and asleep beneath a halo of city lights. The soft heat of her hand on his 
chest. 


“Head for the ship, scout. I'll keep its attention!” 


Alenko hadn’t hesitated. He was a good soldier. Despite what Saren might say. It would be a 
shame to let a good soldier go to waste. More importantly—he had the maw in his sights. 
And as long as he knew where it was, he knew where it wasn’t. Not with her. Not with Jane. 
As long as Nihlus kept its attention, it wouldn’t be on her. 


He’d taken up a tactical position near some rocks close to the landing pad. A place he could 
duck under, where the maw had no reach. Though it’d certainly bashed its head against the 
top like it wanted to. 


Three clips and he was running out of ammo. Most of the screaming had stopped. His biggest 
solace was in the fact that none of it, none of it, had sounded like her. 


He’d been ready to throw his last grenade when the beast finally caved the rock in over him. 
All it took was a final swipe of its head to the side to send him scattered into the field with 
the other rubble. He was dead, then. He knew that. It was the last thought he had before he’d 
hit the ground and lost sight of the world completely. 


Nihlus had never given much thought to the afterlife. Though he’d always assumed wherever 
he was going, it wasn’t the better of the options. Which surprised him all the more the second 
light came into focus, and he saw her, lying beside him. 


Her green eyes were opened. Soft and roaming his. Nihlus reached to cup her face in his hand 
without a second of hesitation. 


“You’re too good for heaven.” 


His voice was a quiet rasp. He felt her breath as he slid closer to press his forehead to hers. 
Her taste on the air was warm, slightly wild, fiery with that sharp, tangy scent of—blood. 


Nihlus tried to pull away. Only to be held close by his female’s hand on the back of his neck. 
Her cheek moved to skate along his. A gesture of affection. Though the action carried words 
when she did it. 


“They’re watching us.” 


It made his scales bristle. He felt the vague torque of his bicep as his talons arched in her hair. 
Tension he quickly disguised by pulling back to duck his head, giving him the brief revisit of 
her face, the now prominent streak of blood beneath her nose he’d missed the first time, 
before he pressed his mouth softly to hers. Once. Then again. 


“Are you hurt?” 


His voice stayed level with hers. A secret between them. His body warmed when she kissed 
him again. 


“No,” she trilled softly. “Neither are you.” 


By some miracle, he was sure. His talon stroked the sharp angle of her cheek. “Where are 
we?” Judging by the bright light and white walls, half of his mind was still on heaven. A 
thought shattered the second she spoke again. 


“T caught Cerberus trying to load you onto their ship after we took out their thresher maw.” 
Those large, green eyes stayed steadily on his as he pulled back, just enough to see her. He 
needed to see her. “Wasn’t about to let them have you without a fight.” 


“Cerberus.” 
Not a question. His voice hardened, taking a lower quality, deepened with a growl. 


“You should’ve let them.” His gaze lowered to the front of her throat, searching for his mark, 
seeing only a glimpse of it above the tight collar fastened to her neck. “You shouldn’t have 
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“I’m not leaving you behind,” she said firmly. Eyebrows making that strict dive together. 
“Not ever.” The way her words softened on the final word made something in his chest ache. 
“Tt’s us, Nihlus. You, and me, and Garrus. Forever.” Her warm body pressed closer to his. 
“You promised.” 


Her face was close to his, tilting down a little as her eyes cast lower to his chest. Like she 
could see that vague, warm ache for herself. “Saren knows. He’ll come. Which means we 
only have a few days at the most to find out who brought us here, and why.” 


The belly of the beast. The best place to gather intel. A familiar line of reasoning. His human 
was smart. 


“Even less if Archangel isn’t strapped down on bedrest,” she said. 
Nihlus felt his throat flex with a low rumble. “Is he...” 


“He’s okay,” Jane said quietly. “He’ll recover.” Some of the severity left her features. Giving 
way to a small upturn at one corner of her pink mouth, eyes moving back to his. “Cerberus is 
down a few operatives thanks to him. He sniped more than a couple off the ramp while I was 
running for the ship.” 


His fringe narrowed slightly. “You ran toward a ship full of Cerberus operatives?” 


That small tilt to her mouth lingered. Making her eyes glitter like galaxies against dark space. 
“Don’t act like you wouldn’t have, Spectre.” 


The edge in her voice. That low, teasing quality. It made his chest heat in an instant. He 
ducked his forehead back against hers with a deep purr, talons stroking her fiery hair with a 
soft touch. 


“Wildcat,” he said. 


The tilt to her mouth bloomed into something fuller. A look so rare on her, it always gripped 
him the second it came. Ended far too soon by the sound of a voice somewhere above them. 


“T have to admit, Jane Shepard, I hadn’t expected taking your pet would yield such... 
immediate results.” 


Nihlus pulled the human to him as he sat up on his forearm. 
“Perhaps I underestimated your bond.” 


They were alone. The only scent and heat he could sense came from the female under him. 
Her dexterous hand gripped his cowl as she pulled herself up beside him. His hand kept a 
firm grasp on her bicep. 


“A rather useful discovery.” 


Jane’s green eyes zeroed in on something behind him. Nihlus ducked his head to follow her 
line of sight. Spotting the obvious camera that hung near the corner of the room. Not the only 
one he could now see. 


“Behave for me, Shepard, and I have no interest in harming you. I wouldn’t waste my time 
and resources to bring you to me, only to render you useless. You are no good to me dead.” 


He could sense her beside him, still enough he thought she might not be breathing. 


“Behave well enough, and I’|l even let you keep that dog of yours with you to warm your 
bed. As long as he remembers his place. It is in my interest to keep you two together.” 


Jane’s attention shifted back to him. Nihlus was noticing more of the room, now. It was a cell, 
there was no doubting it, with thick padding on the walls and no furniture, save for the 


slender bed bolted to the far corner. 
“Why?” The question was a croak, Jane’s voice low and hoarse. Tired. 
A moment of pause as the voice over the comms was silent. Watching them, he was certain. 


“For now?” The low hiss of hydraulics decompressing. The stale scent of outside air flooded 
the room as a door behind him opened. Nihlus rumbled, turning. “I just want to talk.” 


He felt the sudden, urgent sensation of his female slipping away from him. She rose 
hesitantly to her feet. 


Nihlus was quick to join her, staying close on her six as she wandered closer to the darkness 
of the open doorway. He scented the spike of her stress on the air. Driving him on instinct to 
reach and grasp her slender forearm in his hand. Knowing it wouldn’t stop her. 


They slipped into the dark together, entering the narrow passage of a hall, void of any sound 
or scent beside their own. Jane’s face turned up to him. A silent exchange of uncertainty. 
There was light lingering at one end, drawing her to it after a moment of pause. 


They’d made it nearly halfway before the voice spoke again. 


“Fascinating race, the turians.” Just the sound of another male was enough to make him hiss. 
Not being able to sense him, to smell him, made it that much worse. A threat he couldn’t sink 
his talons into. Nihlus was at the disadvantage. 


“A species so clearly made to serve. They’re like dogs who’ve taught themselves to speak. 
Curbing their need for obedience with compulsive service and rigid power structures.” 


The voice was coming from ahead, now. From the blue flicker of lights at the end of the hall. 


“And you, Jane Shepard, have managed to do as all humans soon will. The first among many. 
You’ve tamed the beast for yourself.” 


Jane was silent. Though the shallow rise of her chest, the way her hand furled tight into a fist, 
told Nihlus the words struck a nerve. 


To Nihlus, they didn’t matter. Didn’t mean anything but one more reason to dig his talons 
into the man’s neck and bleed him on the floor the first second he could. 


Another hope lost the moment they breached the room and saw nothing but screens, backed 
by an open view of dark space. He could see the source of the blue light. The flickering holo 
of a man standing at the center of the room. Ready and facing Jane—just Jane. 


“Shepard.” 
A human. 


“Tt’s nice to finally greet you face to face.” 


Jane’s slender wrist slipped from his talons as she took a step forward. 
“Who are you?” 


Her voice was a dry, brittle sound. The holo of the man made a grimace. A smile, he now 
knew. Though on the man, a look he hated. 


“T am your future, Shepard. I am the reason you are all that you are. You may call me the 
illusive man.” 


Nihlus hissed, moving to stand beside her. “You think trading her for a few credits makes 
Shepard who she is?” he said. ““You’re nothing but a grifter. You have no claim over her.” 


The man’s eyes stayed steadily on Jane. “Heel your dog at the door. The human’s are having 
a discussion. He should learn his place.” 


He heard Jane’s silent huff, responding before Nihlus could even try. “Don’t call him that.” 
Nihlus felt the building static of her biotics. Already stressing the field of her collar. Though 
there was nothing, no one, to aim them at. Just a holo of a man—too cowardly to stand in 
front of her. 


“He’s not a dog. And you? You’re nothing to me.” 


Her words were a dry, hushed rasp. He watched his female posture, shoulders back, taking a 
half step toward the man, green eyes sharp and wild, dialing in on his face. 


“You want me? Here I am. I’m tired of playing games with you. Tell me what you want.” 


Her warmth climbed on the air—a scent that called to him—though he knew now that heat in 
her face meant anger. More than anger. 


That same torque of his mouth returned. A pleased expression. Hands clasped behind him as 
he stood. “There she is. The Scorpio I’ve hunted. The one I’ve trained, in the flesh. What I 
want is simple. I want you.” 


Nihlus growled as the holo moved closer to her. An action he mirrored. “All that you are. 
The greatest weapon in humanities arsenal. There are things beyond us, Shepard. Powers 
greater than you, or even I, could ever understand. And our species has been given the chance 
to stand at its head. You, Shepard, are the key to that.” 


The man’s voice grew fainter, closer, as he came to stand in front of her. Much closer than he 
thought most humans would. Nihlus felt his scales bristle as heat raced to the muscle of his 
chest. He growled. 


“I’ve seen what you are,” the man said quietly. “The power of your destruction. With you, we 
can clear a path for humanity, for a new galaxy, with our race as its rightful leader.” 


Madness. The man was total madness. Nihlus turned his gaze to his female, standing in front 
of him. Any heat to the air had left. So had any color to her face. 


Nihlus knew that look. One that sent instinct spearing through his gut. The way her breath 
came shallow and soft through her parted mouth, face pale, white, her eyes glittering and 
distant. Fear. 


“You’ve seen them, Shepard. I know you have,” the man’s voice was soft now. Craning his 
head as his unnatural blue eyes roamed her face. “In your dreams. The first moment you 
touched the beacon. You’re their herald. Limitless power, at your fingertips. All I ask for in 
return is your allegiance.” 


The man moved his hand. Reached as if he could touch her, the crook of his spidery hand 
coming just beneath her chin. 


“Any enemy you have will be crushed. Any name, any species, any slaver’s den, you will 
have the power to destroy it all. Think of all the future lives you can save. All the colonies 
you could protect.” 


“Shepard.” 
Nihlus moved closer to her. 


“Your turian pets will be spared. In their proper place. Just as wolves once learned their place 
at the heel of our ancestors.” 


“Jane.” 


Her mouth closed, glittering eyes shifting to him as a bead of water spilled out onto her pale 
face. 


“Even the greatest of their kind can’t resist the instinct. Spectre Arterius himself had once 
succumb. Their loyalty will make them useful weapons when the time comes, once they’re 
properly trained.” 


Her green eyes were on him, now. Just Nihlus. He could hear the faint flutter of her heart— 
rapid and wild in the brief quiet. Nihlus shook his head. Whatever she’d seen, whatever Saren 
had seen, the moment both of them had touched the beacon, it’d stuck with her. He knew 

that. Had witnessed it firsthand on nights she’d awake beside him, panting and damp with 
sweat. As pale as she was now. With that same, pleading look in her eyes. 


“Love,” she said quietly. Briefly scrambling his thoughts as he grasped to understand what 
she’d just said. And why. Jane turned her gaze back to the man in front of her. The slender 
muscle of her jaw fluttered with tension. With resolve. 


“What?” 


“It’s love,” Jane replied. Her eyes moved through the man’s image. To the screens behind 
him. “Not instinct. They feel love, just like we do.” 
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“T love you. Both of you.’ 


He remembered the way she’d said them. Like a promise—as strong and as sure as theirs had 
been. A word that meant something beyond reason or doubt. 


Nihlus watched her pass through the holo, bold, moving over to the window beside the 
screens. “And if I say no?” 


There was anger boiling just beneath the surface. He could hear it in the way her voice 
wavered. In the way her eyes scanned the endless galaxies beyond the glass, that burn of 
something hard, something deep, returning to them. 


“T’m not a fool, Shepard. Allegiance, loyalty, takes time. Trust has to be built. On both sides.” 
The holo of the man was moving toward her again. Closing the gap. Standing at her shoulder 
with that same, maddening proximity. Making Nihlus hiss. 


“In the meantime, I’m prepared to provide...motivation, to ensure you behave for me.” 


The screens beside her flickered on, pulling her attention. Nihlus watched several security 
feeds take over in succession. Other rooms, like theirs, appeared, too bright, walls padded in 
white material. All of them occupied. 


Most of the faces he saw were human. A child. A drell. Though Nihlus wasn’t looking at 
them. Neither was Jane. 


He watched her move to stand in front of the feed. Her green eyes hovered over the only 
turian on screen. A female. Pale plates freshly inked in blue. Markings that could’ve been 
days old. 


Jane’s hand reached to touch the glass. Watching the turian, sitting half curled on the floor, 
those hard, blue eyes fixed squarely on the camera in front of her. 


Jane’s hand furled shut against the screen. The silence was breached by the low sound of her 
huff. The subtle lift to the corner of her mouth made the sound eery. Disturbing. 


“He’s going to kill you.” 


Her voice was stark. Cold. She turned to face the holo of the man behind her. He heard him 
laugh. A hard sound. 


“You think he can, Shepard? Look around you. This facility is—” 


“T don’t care. I don’t care where we are. You know what I think?” Pure venom. Her green 
eyes flashed. Beyond mad. Beyond angry. “I think you’ve just taken a hot-headed vigilante, 
and stripped him of everything he loves. I think there isn’t anywhere you can hide that he 
won’t find you. I think that you’ve been dead since the second your mercenaries pulled 
Nihlus onto their ship. And if I find you first, I’m going to pull your heart from your chest 
and watch you die on the floor.” 


Fight. Fire. 


Her voice rose with every word. Growing with the rapid choke of her biotics on the air, 
sending blood in a streak down her upper lip, ending as glass crackled, deep lines spidering 
up the flickering screens behind her. 


“That’s unfortunate,” the man said, pacing parallel to her, granting Nihlus the flash of his 
profile against the vid lights. “I’d hoped you would see reason from the start. If you need 
more motivation to behave, that can be arranged.” 


Nihlus felt his instinct bite down. He took a half step toward Jane. But no more. 
Heat. 


He felt the collar on his throat flare to life. There was a sting. A sharp bite as something 
pierced the back of his neck and didn’t withdraw. 


“Nihlus!” 


He was on his knees before she could catch him. She knelt, her panic spiking in the air. 
Making him snarl. His talons unfurled as he reached, clawed at the back of his neck, at the 
painful, digging feeling that forced its way deeper, up to the base of his fringe. 


He couldn’t stop it. Couldn’t pull the...damned thing off. Couldn’t... 
“Nihlus? Talk to me. I can't—fuck!—” 
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One missed call. 

Just a single, red digit beside Sol’s contact on his omni-tool. 

It only ever took one. 

Garrus had been in the business long enough to know that. 

One missed call from his sister before she’d gone dark. 


One minute to watch his mate run the distance of the field and disappear into the back of an 
enemy ship. 


Just him now, the last one, standing alone on the deck of his ship. Staring at the face of a man 
on screen. A human. Thinking it would only take one bullet to put him down like an animal 
the second he was in his sights. 


Just one shot. One breath, a steady exhale, one single second before any light left his eyes, a 
light Garrus would watch leave, standing over him as the human choked on his own blood. 


A painful death. He’d make sure of it. 


There was no wondering if, or when, it would happen. It was an immutable fact. As sure as 
the sun rising on Palaven. 


The man who’d take his mate, his female, his family, everything—was already dead. He just 
didn’t know it yet. 


He’d waited on Akuze for his own ship to land. Only watching as the rest of the survivors 
loaded onto the rescue Alliance vessel and fled the area. 


He wasn’t going back to the Citadel. Whatever medical attention he needed, Solus would 
make do with what he had. Garrus wasn’t giving Cerberus one more spirits damned second 
than they already had on him. 


He'd let the salarian give him a few shots and a pill—nothing that would leave him unfocused 
—ignoring the doctor’s request to stay on bedrest until the bleeding in his gut had stopped. 


Garrus didn’t feel it. Didn’t feel a damned thing besides that intense, zeroed in need to return 
to the control panel, now taken over by Arterius, who hadn’t said two words to him since 
boarding the ship. 


All he’d done was snarl his xo away from the screen and begin configuring something on the 
keypad. A task he was still working on when Garrus had remerged from the medbay to join 
him. 


“The signal from the human’s omni-tool was lost.” Arterius didn’t look at him when he 
spoke. His voice that low, hard snarl. “But not before I was able to put a tag on the ship. The 
signal is scrambled, weakly. It will give us a range to follow. Though it will take a day or two 
to pinpoint it exactly.” 


“A day is too long,” Garrus clicked. 
“Agreed.” 
Arterius keyed something up with a heavy hand before turning away from the screen. 


“Run his face through Axia’s logs for any flags.” The Spectre brought his omni-tool up as he 
left the ramp. “I will relieve you in one hour.” 


“Who is he?” Garrus didn’t turn when he spoke. Staring up at the human on screen. He 
sensed the turian behind him pause. 


“Someone I never should have saved the first time.” Saren left him on the platform with a 
low snarl. “I won’t make the same mistake twice.” 


Not if Garrus got to him first. 


He’d tapped the image to load onto his omni-tool. Only then had he noticed the missed call 
from his sister. 


He’d hit the dial icon the moment he had. Only to be met with immediate, unpleasant flash of 
his father’s face on the holo. His fringe narrowed. 


“Where’s Sol?” He’d seen no point in small talk. 


His father had merely growled at his question. “I was assuming you’d tell me. It was you she 
threatened to run to after ceremony.” 


The word stung. One he hadn’t expected to hear. Ceremony. 

Thats right. He’d been gone for so long, it was easy to forget. Sol isn t a pup anymore. She 
must’ve...must’ve gotten her markings. Something he’d always imagined he’d be present for. 
Or, at the least, invited to in the first place. 

Garrus growled, shoving the hurt down the second it came. 


“She’s not with you?” he asked. 


His father narrowed his fringe. “Wherever you’ve taken her, I want her back before her 
mother and I return. I won’t have my wife exposed to this foolishness.” 


He barely got the last word out before Garrus saw blue. His fist met the side of the control 
panel with a snarl. “You left her alone?” 


Without her omni-tool. If his father had it... 
Gone. 
Just one missed call. 


He hung up on his father before he could respond, dialing Aleena first, then Wrex when she 
didn’t answer. 


“Where the fuck are you—” Garrus was cut off by the sound of gunfire over the speaker. 


“Got a problem over here, boss. Been pinned to the wall by mercs since this morning. Your 
sister, they—damn it, Aleena, stay down!—” 


There was a low blast, and the audio cut. Garrus pushed away from the control panel with a 
growl. Mercenaries on the Citadel. A bold move. 


Something like instinct crept up inside him. A feeling in his gut he couldn’t quite explain. 
Telling him something was happening. Something bad. 


Garrus gazed up at the picture hovering over the control panel, the dark platform of the ship 
cocooned in silence. 


Cerberus. 


This was something more than just Jane. More than Solana. Or any of them combined. In his 
gut, he knew. This was something deeply, horribly wrong. 


His eyes hovered over the screen until urgency pulled him back into the present. 
Think, pup. 


Nihlus would’ve thought faster. Already bitten harder. Garrus glanced down at his omni-tool. 
The moment he did, static came in over the panel comms. 


“,.do you read...” 


Garrus growled. His eyes flickered to the radar on the bottom screen. Watching the lone heat 
signature of his ship moving through space. 


“,.angel. I said do you copy?” 


If it was coming in over the ship’s communication, whoever was broadcasting had to be 
close. It was the only way his line would pick it up. Though he saw nothing on radar. 


Garrus triggered the comms with a low hiss. 
“Copy. Who the hell am I talking to?” 
He watched the radar as another signature cropped up behind his ship. 


“Alliance Officer Alenko, serving under Special Operative Shepard. Requesting permission 
to dock.” There was a rush of air over the comms. Like a low scoff. “Damn is it good to catch 
up to you.” 


Garrus clicked. “You should be with the rest of your crew enroute to earth.” 


“Negative, Archangel. I’ve got surviving members on board awaiting orders. Requesting 
permission to dock,” he said again. “Captain said Shepard’s made an offensive maneuver. 
Heard you could use backup.” 


Move, Vakarian! 

Nihlus’s voice went off in his head. A quick thought. An immediate solution. 
“You still got a line with your Captain?” he asked. 

Alenko didn’t miss a beat. “Affirmative.” 


His hand clenched into a tight fist on the panel. “Good. We’ve got a situation on the Citadel. 
Radio him to divert any uninjured fleets he can spare. C-sec doesn’t have the firepower to 
handle Cerberus hostiles on their own.” 


“Cerberus is on the Citadel?” 


Garrus clamped down on a growl as his voice dipped low. “As we speak,” he said. “Initiating 
docking protocol. Get a line to your Captain, officer. See you after dock.” 


He hit a few commands on the control panel before shutting off the comms and retreating 
down the ramp toward the barracks. 


It was late. The few crew he’d kept on board were already bedded down for the night. The 
second he entered the room his eyes gravitated toward the only upright figure in the dark. 
Just the ghost-like outline of a turian with his back to the door. 


He was sitting on the edge of the bed. Even in the dark he could see the gunmetal silver on 
the side of his face. The subtle flex of wire as his bicep tightened, gripping the edge of the 
mattress, staring in silence at his open hand. At the collection of silver tags Jane had passed 
off, just before she... 


Even the thought stung. 


The image of her face, serene against the grey smoke. She hadn’t looked at him. Like she 
couldn’t. 
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“T love you.’ 


His throat ached as he clamped down on a keen. He heard a low whoosh of air as Arterius 
inhaled. He ducked his head, giving Garrus the stark image of his profile against endless 
space. 


“What?” 


A harsh, quiet rasp. The Spectre’s fingers closed in over the tags in his hand. Garrus took a 
step into the room. 


“I’m on-boarding an Alliance vessel. My crew reported Cerberus mercs on the Citadel. 
Whoever took Jane... we need all the firepower we can get.” 


He expected the Spectre to snarl at him. Instead he was silent. Eerily so. Still against the 
backdrop of slow passing galaxies. After a second he stood. 


Garrus saw the brief flash of his face before he turned to him. Becoming nothing but a 
shadow against the light. Leaving just the sight of a few clan markings visible in the dark. A 
sight that surprised him. Chrome marks slashed deep across the top of his chest, where he’d 
zipped his jumpsuit down—like he couldn’t breathe. 


“Take your shift in the bunks.” Saren’s voice was deep, almost distant. That spectral color of 
the marks disappeared as he moved toward the door, pulling his zipper to his throat as he 
went. “Ill deal with the crew.” 


Garrus rumbled when he passed. He sensed him pause in the doorway. Hovering in silence. It 
surprised him when Arterius spoke again. 


“There are many faces to war. Not all battles look the same. Don't feel shame for the 
sacrifices you make to protect what matters to you.” His voice was dark, quiet in a way he 
didn’t expect. “And don't wait for permission to reclaim what’s yours, once the fight is 
finished.” The sound of his boots trailed away from the door. “Even from your father.” 


Garrus said nothing. Listening to the door shut as the Spectre left. Leaving him in the quiet. 
After a moment his gaze shifted to the bunk against the wall. The one all three of them had 
piled into so often together it now felt like home. Empty when he went to it. Cold, as he came 
to sit on the edge. 


He could smell them. Both of them, caught in the tangle of sheets, drawing him in to lie 
down, like he would feel them when he did. 


He wouldn’t sleep. He knew that. But even being here—he needed it. Just this, just their 
smell, the memory of the last time Jane had rolled over, had put her sleeping face in the crook 
of his neck, and Nihlus had purred. Sliding in close. The weight of his bicep resting on his 
chest. 


“She loves you.” 


Like it was the best thing in the world. A secret, something shared, just between them. Nihlus 
had reached to put his hand on his face as he said it, on the scar Garrus no longer covered, 
feeling the heat of Nihlus’s breath on his mouth, lying forehead to forehead with their female 
between them. 


“T love you.” 


It wasn’t something turians usually said in that context. Though it’d meant something to the 
human. A promise. One he knew Nihlus was exchanging with him now. Coiled together in 
the dark. 


“T...love you too.” 


No question. Only the growing heat that climbed up his chest as Nihlus let the back of his 
talon glide gently down his throat. Purring softly. 


No matter where they were. Or how far apart. So much it nearly hurt. Worse, now, without 
them here. Garrus loved them. 


And there wasn’t a single thing he wouldn’t do to get them back. 
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Clever 


Nihlus was panting. Massive chest rising up and down as he knelt in front of her on the floor. 
Any time she’d gotten close he’d caught her. Held her away from him. Giving her nothing 
but a low growl. 


“Effective, isnt it? A useful tool to train them to behave.” 


He’d clawed at the back of his neck before she’d pulled his hand away, giving it to her 
readily. 


“Nihlus, talk to me.” 
“He can still hear you—at least for now. Most of them dont fight it for more than a day.” 


Anger gripped her like the jaws of a thresher maw. She’d shattered the holo projector before 
she could stop it—though there was no stopping his voice overhead. 


“In the meantime, I suggest you teach him to heel. I have a guest for you. We’ll speak again 
soon, Shepard.” 


It was just them, then. Just her, clinging onto Nihlus as he knelt in front of her, panting, 
holding her at arm’s length until she took his hand, told him softly, “/t'’s okay. Let me see”, 
and reached for the collar again. 


Her finger’s skated the seam of metal along the back of his neck. Feeling him lift his chin at 
her touch. The flex of his throat beneath her fingers as he swallowed a sound. Like an instinct 
he couldn’t quite control. 


It'd bitten in. Whatever it was, part of the collar had imbedded, seated itself there, and Jane 
had no way to pull it out. 


Panic threatened—something she quickly shoved away to sit back on her heels and meet his 
gaze. 


His green eyes tracked her closely. Present. 
“Can you still hear me?” 


His face was serious as he studied her. Answering immediately with a purr, his razor talons 
coming to cup the side of her face. 


Nihlus was smart. Damn smart. Whatever this was, he could... 


There was a sound behind her. Faint. The low hiss of a door sliding open. Followed by the 
beep of a lock engaging. 


It was farther off. Quiet enough she almost didn’t hear it. Though Nihlus certainly did. 


His green eyes constricted, zeroing in on the dark hallway behind her. He was on his feet 
before she could turn. 


“Nihlus, wait.” 


The immediate tone of his muscle, talons unfurling at his sides, told her whatever it was, he 
perceived to be threatening. 


He moved quickly. Jane was still running after him when he reached the open door of the 
padded cell. 


The light of the room illuminated his face when he turned. She saw his fringe narrow. 
Watched the ease back of his shoulders as his chest broadened with an inhale. An immediate 
display of his size. 


Threat. 
“Nihlus.” 


She reached him just as he moved in. Just in time to catch his arm and draw him back. 
Causing him to stop on her command. 


“It’s okay. Don’t—’” she exhaled in a rush. Shit... “It’s just a kid.” 


The kid was small. No more than ten or so. Standing in the middle of the room, clutching a 
tray that had now tilted, spilling whatever was on it across the floor. 


Food. 
“Hey.” 


Their knuckles were taut and white, gripping the tray like it was a lifeline, staring wide-eyed 
and pale at Nihlus, and only Nihlus. 


“Tt’s alright. He’s not going to hurt you.” 


Most of their features were indistinguishable. She could tell by the gaunt hollow of their 
cheeks; the kid must’ve been here awhile. Any hair on their head had been roughly shaved, 
their only clothes just an oversized medical gown, yellowed at the hems. 


Jane took a step toward them when they didn’t move. “Hey.” 


Nihlus rumbled when she did. A warning for her not to get too close. Jane squeezed his arm, 
eyes scouring the array of food now scattered on the floor. It was fresh. Most of it 
salvageable. Though that was the least of her concerns. 


“Who sent you?” 


The kid continued to stare at Nihlus, breath shallow and rapid through their open mouth. 
When she took a step closer she could see they were trembling. 


Something kicked in, then. A feeling she hadn’t felt since...John. 


“Have you ever seen a turian before?” she asked. Her voice that lighter tone. Something soft. 
“They’re big, but they’re nice. They just don’t like being surprised. Want to see something?” 


The movement was quick. So fast she barely noticed. Just a flicker of the kid’s dark eyes, to 
her, then back to Nihlus. 


Jane took a half step back to stand beside Nihlus. She turned to face him. Not all the way, just 
enough to see his face, his skull-like markings stark against the inky color of his plates. His 
green eyes flickered down to her when she did. Showing vague confusion. 


“Most of them don t fight it for more than a day.” 


His gaze stayed steadily on hers as she reached to skim her fingers up the soft scales of his 
side. Just a light touch. High enough it wouldn’t touch his hip. Avoiding the more intimate 
area. 


She watched his head cock as he looked down at her. The sudden flex of his pupils to warm 
his deadly eyes. He took a step closer to duck over her, filling the silence with a sudden, deep 
purr. 


The sound was soothing. Pleased. Continuing as she stroked the high point of where she 
imagined his ribs to be. She could see he read it as affection. Causing him to lean down and 
butt his forehead to her temple, nudging her face to the side with a soft huff. 


Jane.” 
The sound of his voice made her heart burn. A feeling of hope. Hang in there, big guy. 


If the kid had gotten in here, that meant there was a way out. A way to find whoever had 
turned his collar on. And a way to turn it off. 


Jane continued to stroke his scales softly as she glanced over at the kid now watching them. 
“See?” she said. The corner of her mouth lifted vaguely. “Like a big house cat.” 


The kid’s eyes switched to her. The tray sagged in their hands a little, before seeming to 
realize that the food had now spilled, making a panicked pant as they dropped to their knees 
on the floor and quickly began raking up the mess. 


Jane came to join them, cautious at first. 


“Tt’s not that bad,” she said, kneeling as she did, her back to the door, and the camera hanging 
over them. “It’s still good. See?” 


Most of it had just been bread and fruit, save for a few other dry ingredients. Jane took a 
piece of the bread and tore it in half, knelt over the kid as she offered it, their large eyes 
roaming up to her with that same, wide-eyed fear. 


They flickered swiftly to the camera behind her. Blocked by her position. 
“He can’t see,” Jane whispered. 


A quiet moment passed as they studied the piece of bread she’d extended. Their features were 
soft enough, Jane thought they might be a girl. Though she didn’t ask. 


The kid snatched the bread quickly and put half in their mouth without any more delay. Jane 
set to work cleaning the rest of the mess. Giving the man behind the camera no reasonable 
suspicion for how long they were kneeling, studying the kid as she did. 


“You're a biotic?” 


The kid wore a collar not much different from hers. A theory confirmed when the kid, the 
girl, nodded without a word. Jane’s vague smile returned, just a subtle lift of half her mouth, 
a look of reassurance. 


“Me too,” Jane said. 


The kid’s eyes moved down to Jane’s collar, then back to meet her gaze, holding fast. “I 
know,” she, definitely she, said. “I know who you are.” Her voice was quiet. Hushed between 
them. “He says you’re going to save us. The humans.” A pause as she swallowed the food 
like a lump in her throat. “Will you?” 


Heat flared. A small prickle of anger. “No,” she said battling to keep her voice soft. “Not 
him.” Jane placed the last of the food on the tray in front of her, meeting her gaze. “Just 
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you. 
Her attention was lost as her gaze moved back to Nihlus approaching behind her. 
“You can still use them with your collar on.” 


Jane’s words had the girl looking at her again. Less pale now, still apprehensive with the 
turian now standing over both of them. Still purring softly. 


Jane reached down, as if she might take the tray, palm facing the metal as she let her biotics 
flare between them. It slid the tray toward the girl on its own. Making her flinch in surprise. 


“Even if it makes you tired,” Jane said quietly. “Even if you have to think of something bad. 
Really bad. Something that makes you angry. That’s okay.” 


It was clever, Jane had to admit. Only sending in collared slaves—people Jane would never 
hurt. If he sent Cerberus operatives in here they’d already be dead. 


Clever, certainly. But not smart. It gave Jane something she wouldn’t have otherwise. The 
same thing Axia, and even Xilo, weren’t smart enough to realize they’d given her when they 
had. 


Strength in numbers. 


The girl’s eyes flashed up to her. 
“Zero, return to your cell. Your service is no longer required.” 


The man’s voice returned over the comms—abrupt enough she thought he wasn’t happy. The 
girl was quick to scamper to her feet. Jane watched her go in silence before returning her 
gaze to the camera. 


She said nothing. Only stood, watching whoever was staring back. 


A few seconds of silence passed and she turned to see Nihlus pacing in front of the door. He 
must’ ve watched the kid leave, and now seemed to be increasingly agitated they couldn’t 
follow suit. She could see in his eyes he was thinking something. Though his uptick in 
aggression was...concerning. 


Even worse that he couldn’t seem to tell her what it was. 
“Nihlus.” 


He seemed to release some of the tension in his chest with a huff. His green eyes were dialed 
in when he turned to her. Jane gathered the food and sat down on the edge of the small bunk. 


She saw his gaze flicker down to the tray—then back to her face. His panting slowed. 
“Come here,” she told him softly. 

He trilled at the sound of her voice. Some of his aggressive posture eased. 

“You need to eat.” 


The second she reached for something off the tray Nihlus growled. He crossed the room in 
just a few strides and reached to yank the food away from her across the sheet. Thankfully he 
didn’t scatter it again. Though he did drag her back to him as he sat behind her, causing the 
mattress to bow under his weight, his arm a quick vice around her waist. 


His talons came to pry what she’d taken from her hand. It was some type of fruit she didn’t 
recognize, one that bounced as it hit the floor. Nihlus ducked down to nudge against her neck 
with a testing sniff. As if to assure himself she hadn’t already taken a bite. 


“Alright, ’'m sorry. You pick.” 


Jane leaned into the gesture to offer him reassurance. This wasn’t the first time she’d seen 
him react that way—like he had in the cage, watching Garrus do his best to drop them rations 
through the bars. She’d learned then to trust his senses. 


Her eyes flickered back to the camera. He was watching them. She knew that. Giving her that 
same, crawling feeling she had with him standing over her—a flicker of the blue holo when 
he’d shifted close. Reached, as if to touch her face. Like he wanted to feel her. 


Nihlus took more bread off the tray, still holding her as he offered it, purring softly when she 
ate it straight from his hand. Any time she tried to offer him something in return he merely 
clicked and removed it from her grasp. Likely not understanding she didn’t intend to eat it 
herself. A fact that only added to the sinking pit in her stomach. 


“Most dont fight it for more than a day.” 


A day. Whatever the implant in his collar was doing to htm—it was happening fast. Faster 
than it might take for Saren and Garrus to reach them. 


Nihlus ducked his head to nudge her face to the side with a soft huff. She felt the warm race 
of his tongue along the side of her neck as she continued to eat what he offered. Even if they 
were coming—she needed to get a head start. 


Think of something. Help him. 


She needed eyes off of them. At least for a moment. Fortunately Nihlus seemed eager to bed 
down with her once she was finished eating. Whether or not it was too early to sleep, Jane 
couldn’t tell. But if he was tired, she wasn’t about to tell him no. 


She doubted the illusive man would watch them the entire time they slept. It could give her 
the opportunity to move around unobserved. 


Nihlus rolled her over on her stomach and was quick to lay over her—enough to keep her 
warm without giving her too much of his weight—purring as he buried his face in her hair. 
She wasn’t sure how long they stayed like that. To her surprise, after a time, the lights to the 
room went off. Signaling the man watching them likely thought they were asleep. 


At least, she hoped. 


She felt the impressive flex of Nihlus’s bicep curl around her from behind. His breath 
warmed the side of her neck as he moved in over her a little closer. 


“Jane.” 
His voice was low. Just between them. Present... 


“Don’t.” His arm kept her still when she tried to turn, to see his face for herself, nuzzling her 
neck softly, as if to disguise the movement. “Let him think it worked. It’s an advantage to 
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US. 


Jane stifled an exhale, twining her fingers through his beneath her on the mattress. “I thought 
I'd lost you,” she whispered. 


Nihlus gave her a low purr. “Never,” he said. 
Jane searched the wall in front of her in silence. “What’s it doing to you?” she asked quietly. 


A moment passed before he answered. “It’s...trying to make me lose control.” She could feel 
the shallow rise and fall of his chest. Still panting lightly as he said it. Though the proximity 


seemed to be helping. “It makes it harder to think.” 


“...How?” It was all she had to say. It was an implant of some kind. She knew it couldn’t be 
easy to fight. 


She heard the creak of the bed as Nihlus must’ve shifted his weight to cover her more. The 
perfect shield from any watching eyes. He was heavy and warm on top of her. 


“T spent weeks locked in a cage, breathing nothing but the smell of you, naked, feeling your 
heat against me for hours at a time.” Nihlus’s voice was hot across her skin when he spoke. A 
low scoff. She felt color rise in her cheeks. “Enough to drive any sane turian mad in itself.” 
his voice lowered into that dark purr, making her suddenly aware of his weight, pinning her 
to the bed, and the heat of his body flush against hers. 


“You smell like me, now. The mark makes it easier,” he said softly. 
“Tt makes it easier to control.” 


They’d both said it, at one time or another. Though Jane had never really understood just how 
much they must’ve been fighting for control until this moment. 


“Does it hurt?” 


The most biting question. One she felt stupid for asking. But she didn’t care. She needed to 
know. 


“No,” he assured her, skating his nose along the line of her jaw. “I couldn’t fight it forever. 
But I’m not slipping yet. I’m here, Jane. You’re not in this alone.” 


She didn’t know how much it’d been weighing on her until he said it. Making her relax in a 
way she didn’t realize she needed to. Nihlus purred when he sensed it for himself. 


“There’s someone out there giving them trouble. Wherever the human pup went—they’re 
keeping more hostages nearby. I could hear one of them fighting outside.” 


Jane was quiet again. Speaking only after a moment of thought. “That means there are 
operatives on the station.” Someone to get information from. “I don’t think he’s watching us. 
We need to find a way to SOS Saren.” Not the first time one of them had said it. “Can you 
bypass the door lock?” 


Nihlus gave a low growl. “Not without my omni-tool. Even if I could, it would likely alert 
whoever is watching us. Doors like that have a systems failure protocol.” 


She figured he was speaking from experience. 
“Then we wait,” she said. “The next time he lets us out—” 


“T agree. The first second we get a chance.” His talons raked lower down her waist. Gripping 
her hip firmly. “We just need to wait for an opening. I won’t be reckless with you. We need to 
play it safe.” 


Jane scoffed quietly. A soft exhale. “Spectre Kryik playing it safe. Think Archangel will buy 
it?” 


She felt a purr travel down his chest. “When it comes to you?” His voice was dark in her ear. 
“He'd try to kill me if I wasn't.” 


Nihlus drifted off before her. No surprise, she was wired. Even with the lights off she 
couldn’t seem to keep her eyes closed. 


Not when those...things...were all she could see. 
“Youre their herald.” 


She’d tried to tell herself it was just a dream. That when she’d touched the artifact, whatever 
had flashed in front of her was nothing but a story. Just images. 


But the fear she’d felt—standing on the edge of a lifting ramp, watching fire wash the rooftop 
as it swallowed people, people, screaming and still alive. The way the sky darkened when 
they descended. That loud, horrifying, ground shaking sound—that fear was real. 


It brought images to the surface she didn’t understand. Words from voices she knew, but had 
never heard them speak. 


“Like you humans say, I feel it in my gut.” 
“Goodbye, Shepard. Thank you...” 
“There s no Shepard without Vakarian.” 
Everything—Nihlus, Saren, even herself—gone. 
Was she dead? 

Were they? 


Jane exhaled, curling in tight against Nihlus as the familiar feeling of panic clawed its way 
up. 

“It’s too late for me. Sovereign is too strong.” 

“Tt ends with us!” 
“T...love you too.” 


“Jane?” 


She reached to cover her ears, fingers tight in her hair. Nihlus shifted behind her, voice a low 
rasp, hazy with sleep. 


“Hey. You’re okay. Breathe.” His hand slid up to her chest. As if to guide the movement of it 
for himself. “You’re right here. You’re safe.” 


Safe. Always safe with him. 


“Nihlus—” her voice wavered. Something she hated. A whisper that barely stirred the dark 
air around them. 


“I’ve got you,” he said softly. 


It was the choking need again. That desperate, clawing instinct to be closer. To feel it for 
herself. Here. Here with him. Safe. 


Nihlus seemed to sense it the moment it came. 


“Human...” His breath warmed the back of her neck with a low huff. “Do you know how 
tempting you are with that smell?” 


She didn’t understand it—but she didn’t care. It was him. He was strong enough to pull her 
out of it, pull her to him, to silence the images, the voices, the feeling of fear. Here, in their 
bed, in the back of a mako in the freezing cold, no matter where. Like it couldn’t touch him. 


“Please.” 
The word was barely audible. Though it was all it took. 


The bed was narrow. Creaking softly as Nihlus moved over her, the weight of him forcing her 
down on her belly against the mattress. His razor talons skimmed her chest as he guided the 
zipper of her jumpsuit down. She felt his warm, dry mouth press against the side of her neck. 


“Your body is warm for me,” he murmured. She felt the torque of his muscle, the flex of his 
forearm as he brought her waist off the bed. Firmly against him. “You beg like I would ever 
deny you.” 


His other hand moved between them to free himself from his clothes. She felt the immediate 
spring of his hot, firm erection against her stomach. Followed by the gentle ruffle of sheets as 
he twined his leg with hers. She let the back of her foot skate down the muscle of his calf. 
Letting it hook in his spur. 


“Did you forget I’m yours, Jane?” 


He trilled to her softly. The heat of his mouth skimming along her jaw to reach her ear. She 
felt the ridges of his cock glide across her lower abdomen as he ran it against her, a display of 
his size, teasing her with the movement. 


“T swear to the spirits I was made for it.” 


The heat of his thigh pushed against hers, guiding her legs farther apart, dark voice lingering 
low in her ear. She could feel his growing wetness as he continued to run himself against her. 
Purring deep when he slid back enough to align them. 


“On your gods or any other, Shepard.” They exhaled together as he pushed into her in a 
sudden rush. Their breath mingling in the quiet. The back of his talon came beneath her chin, 


gliding a line down the front of her throat. “I was made for you.” 


His voice alone was enough to reach deep. To drive back the images, the voices, and the 
darkness they brought with them. The fear. 


Jane panted, managing nothing but a wavering exhale. His first several thrusts were light. 
Retraining her body how to take his size. Sinking deeper the moment she was able to catch 
her breath. 


“Good,” he purred to her. “Just like that. So good, Jane.” 


She felt the flex of his bare, heated chest against her back, rising with an inhale. Like her 
breath was his own. 


“Human...Do you have any idea what you do to me?” 


The deep rumble of his voice speared heat down her insides. His next thrust was easy. 
Breaching deeper, fire and pleasure, both burning hotter when he huffed and began to move 
in earnest. Rising up a little on his knees as his hand met the mattress beside her head, riding 
her with slow, deliberate movement. 


She heard him pant softly. “You’re burning hot.” His words were a flame against the back of 
her neck. Jane canted her hips, lifting them to bring him in deeper. His talons raked the 
bedsheet. 


“Fuck—human.” 


“More.” Her voice was hushed and breathless. “All of you, Nihlus.” His next thrust was deep 
—she could feel him in her belly. “I swear Ill never have enough of you.” 


Her words spurred something in him. Nihlus lowered over her, fucking into her faster, with 
need, rewarding her with the flex of his narrow stomach against her, the growing heat of his 
body, arm cinching around her to pin her in place against him. 


The base of his cock was already swelling. She turned her face into the mattress the second 
she felt it, gripping by her sudden, burning climax as the added girth threaten to enter. 


“You're ready for me. So fucking wet.” She felt the tease of his lethal teeth as they pressed 
lightly to her shoulder. 


“Tell me again,” she gasped. Her face was hot—skin burning like fire. “Tell me I’m yours.” 


Nihlus snarled softly. He reared back, pulling her up with him, his massive chest huffing 
against her naked back as he continued to rut. She felt the immediate jerk of his cock inside 
of her. The hot rush of his come filling her with warmth, so much it was quick to run down 
her inner thigh. His deadly talons slid up to cup the front of her throat. 


A possessive gesture. 


His voice was a low hum in her ear. 


“Mine.” 


He wasn’t finished with her. She knew that. His rutting continued until her legs were weak 
and shaking, her next climax quickly building to another. 


Without mercy his heated palm slid down to pet between her legs. 


“You’re soaked with me, human.” The back of his talon moved with slicked ease. “Your 
scent...” A deep purr as his long tongue race down the side of her face. “... Your taste. /t's 
mine.” 


She felt the flex of his forearm on her breasts as his hand squeezed her throat—a light touch. 
“No one can take you from me. Let them fucking try.” 


There was a shift in the air on his final words. His sharp teeth raked a line down her neck. 
Any strength left in her legs was gone. Her head fell back against his shoulders, eyes rolling 
up as the static of her biotics climbed with her next approaching orgasm, pulsing the air with 
a feeling she’d never felt before. 


She gasped his name the second he pushed himself full hilt, forcing her to take his size with a 
hushed growl. Locking them together as more heat washed up inside of her. The heavy, 
pulsing weight of his cock stayed seated firmly between her legs. He made a low, rasping 
keen. A desperate sound. Pressing into her like he could possibly fit into her more. 


“Your body demands so much of it,” he panted, like the feeling was more than he could take. 


For a moment they stayed like that. Twined together, his breath hot and damp on her skin, as 
he continued to spill into her, emptying himself completely. 


Soon the pressure inside of her began to recede. His hand laxed on her throat, and Nihlus 
bowed his head to nudge against her neck. She felt the dry sweep of his tongue across the 
visible edge of her marks, followed by the deep sound of his purr. 


“Okay, Jane?” 


Jane turned her face in against his. “I’m okay.” Tired enough now that she was quick to drift 
off. 


Nihlus laid them back on the sheets, bedding down over her to keep her warm, purring for 
her until she’d slipped into heavy sleep. 


The next time she woke the lights to the cell were on. 


There was a sliding sound as the door across the room opened. She felt Nihlus raise his head 
—followed by a low growl. 


“Holy shit.” 


Nihlus gripped the zipper of her jumpsuit and jerked it up quickly to cover her. She braced 
her forearm on the mattress, blinking against the sudden intrusion of lights. 


“Did they?” 


Jane caught sight of two figures—two humans—approaching the bed. Followed by the swift 
pull of Nihlus, dragging her beneath him by the spur with a low snarl. 


“Feed the dog,” that same familiar voice came in over the comms. “It’ll give you a moments 
peace to get it done.” 


The second to enter, a man, reached down into bag he was carrying and pulled something out. 
It made a low thud as he tossed it on the floor, earning Nihlus’s swift attention, tailed by a 
sharp hiss. 


Food. 
Some sort of dried meat she imagined must be dextro. 


The man who’d tossed it, passed the bag to the woman now watching her. Both of them wore 
collars and a set of white scrubs. Though their clothes were much cleaner than the girl’s had 
been. 


“Send your pet to the floor, Shepard. ve sent someone to get you ready.” 
Ready? 


There was a pause as Nihlus hovered over her. Jane didn’t move. Feeling anger grip her—and 
words came before she could stop them. 


“Bring it to him.” 
A second of silence. Her eyes shifted to the camera above the door. 


“The turian should learn its place,” the voice resumed over the comms. “Dogs eat on the 
floor.” 


Jane pushed up from the mattress, looking at no one, nothing, but the camera. “He won’t,” 
she said. “If he has to choose between me or food, he’s not going to choose food.” 


She cocked her head as a small amount of anger flared. “Like you said—they’ re loyal.” 
The long silence that followed was stiff. 


It was a small bluff. Likely the safest opportunity to test the waters. He’d said she was 
someone important. 


Jane intended to find out just how fucking much. 


“Four.” That voice again. Impossible to read, only clear that he was speaking to one of the 
humans in the room. 


She heard footsteps move closer to the bunk. Nihlus rose up on his knees with a low warning 
growl. The man approaching seemed to hesitate. He lingered back, out of Nihlus’s reach, 
tossing the dextro food on the sheets from a few generous paces away. 


An acquiesce. 
Good to know. 


She took the food before Nihlus could swipe it off the bed, turning to push the packet into his 
unfurled talons. 


The narrow of his fringe, and his dark, dilated eyes warned Jane his unease was genuine. 
“Eat. Please.” Soft words, only between them. “You haven’t since yesterday.” 


Her eyes searched his as he watched her, the shallow rise and fall of his chest drawing her 
attention to the still exposed muscle. She knew he would be resistant. Especially if she wasn’t 
eating for herself. But her persistent stare was enough to encourage a curious sniff and initial 
bite from the food before the voice over the comms spoke again. 


“Prepare her. I want to see her within the hour.” 


She heard Nihlus’s rumble when the woman approached the bed. The stranger’s blue eyes 
darted to the turian behind her—then back to Jane. 


“Tt’s okay,” Jane assured her. “He won’t hurt you.” 


Judging by their collars, both of them must’ve been biotics. She couldn’t help but notice they 
seemed better fed than the kid. Something she found to be...odd. 


She wasn’t sure what the voice had meant by prepare. Not until the woman approached the 
edge of the bed and reached into the bag the man had passed to her. Her hand emerged with 
several cosmetics. 


Jane felt her stomach drop. Something Nihlus seemed to sense. Earning the woman his 
sudden, undivided attention. 


“You'll... have to undress,” the woman said hesitantly. 


She had an accent. One Jane couldn’t quite place. Her fingers were cold as she reached for 
the zipper of her jumpsuit. She felt Nihlus bristle. 


Jane pulled back—enough to warn her without triggering a reaction from the irritated turian 
behind her. 


“Turn around,” she told the woman. 


The woman’s blue eyes darted back to her face. Jane nodded to the man still standing across 
the cell. “Your friend too. He won’t like it if you watch.” 


To her surprise, neither protested, only shooting each other a look before they complied. 


“There are wipes and aerosol in the bag to clean yourself. And fresh clothes. He wants you to 
put them on.” 


The woman’s voice was strangely unreadable. Nihlus hissed. An unhappy sound. Jane said 
nothing. “We just need to wait for an opening.” 


Three seconds. That’s all she needed. Three fucking seconds face to face with the illusive 
man—and she’d make sure to end whatever this was before it had a chance to start. 


Jane cleaned herself with the things she’d been given before pulling out the clothes. Her 
stomach dropped further when she laid eyes on them for herself. 


Nihlus was careful not to react. Though the tune of his muscle told her everything about how 
he’d like to. 


Jane held the dress up, looking it over, before letting her gaze move back to the camera in 
front of her. Swallowing down that familiar flame of anger that made her biotics prickle the 
air. 


“Please,” the woman said. “He’s not giving us a choice.” 


Her eyes hovered over the stranger in front of her. Unable to read her face. From behind it 
was easy to see her hair had been recently brushed. And her nails were clear and well- 
trimmed. 


Jane pulled the dress on without a word. It was tight—meant to show just about as much as it 
covered. The second she had it on, the woman turned around to face her. Her eyes gave Jane 
a cursory scan before coming close enough to reach into the bag again, pulling out another 
handful of cosmetics. 


Jane couldn’t remember the last time she’d worn makeup. Having someone else put it on her 
was even worse. Nihlus was unhappy to watch someone else brush her hair when the woman 
did it. Though he watched with obvious interest as the woman groomed her nails. 


By the time she was finished, the knot in Jane’s stomach had sunk into a sour feeling. The 
woman moved back in to dot a second layer of makeup over the visible marks on her neck. 
Bringing more of the stranger’s features into focus. 


Jane’s eyes roamed the fullness of her face before moving down to the collar on the woman’s 
neck. 


It was only a glimpse. Just quick enough to see the finer detail of the steel clamp. And the 
indicator light on the front of her collar, colorless and dark. 


Off. 


The woman didn’t seem to notice her gaze before she pulled away. 


It was nearly impossible not to let it slip. To send the woman backward across the cell and 
through the closed door with as much force as she could manage. 


Not a slave. 

Too well feed, well dressed, unafraid and uncollared, to be anything else—one of them. 
She inhaled sharply, fighting to quell the flare of her biotics. 

“We just need to wait for an opening.” 


Nihlus’s voice kept her still. Kept her silent as she watched them both, eventually following 
the pair out of the door, trailing Nihlus behind her. 


He was right. 
If she attacked now, the illusive man would flee. She would lose her target. 


He was clever. Sending in his own, disguised as slaves, like she wouldn’t notice. Like she 
wasn’t. 


Jane could wait. 


Wait until he was here, standing in front of her. All she needed was three seconds. One for 
each of them. Then they, and everyone on this station, would be free. 


As long as backup came fast enough. 


Sovereign 
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It wasn’t the pain he could feel. 


Not that still lingering terror of...of parts of him missing. Making it hard—damned hard to 
move. 


It was her. 


That strange, soft feeling of a human hand on his face, softer than he’d dreamed anything 
could ever be. 


“Hold still, kid. I need to stop the bleeding.” 


His growl was nothing but a weak rasp. Turning his head away. Only to be met by the 
sudden, swarming warmth of her palm. That same, maddening smell. 


“Get off of me, woman.” 


He tried to slide his leg up behind her. To throw her off, something once so easy, now 
impossible with how cold, how weak and tired he felt, rendering him useless beneath her. 


“Bite me again and I’ll tie you down.” 
The images were blurry. Though not enough—never enough to block out the sight of her. 
The warmth of her body on his. 


The fiery burn of her soft fringe in the dark. The way her skin glistened with a layer of 
moisture. The vague movement of muscle in her right arm as she held him down, prodding at 
his wounds, making parts of him burn, ache, tearing away his hurt until there was nothing but 
a numb feeling, until there was no pain at all. 


“This will cauterize the wound. It’ll hurt worse before it’s better.” 


He could remember the glint of light off of metal. The silver tag that dangled from her naked 
throat when she leaned over him. 


“Dog tags—gives the alliance something to send home,” she’d tell him later, much later, with 
her voice so close he could feel it’s heat against the side of his bare neck. Curled close in the 
dark. Something he no longer objected to. Hoping, then, secretly, that she’d abandon her 
bedding yet again for another night cycle of lying close to him for warmth. Nothing but them, 
the dark quiet of empty space, and her smell, sinking into every part of htm—making him 
irreversibly, then and forever, hers. 


“Hannah. My name is Hannah.” 


He could remember the way its engravings felt beneath his thumb. Letters—he would come 
to learn. Letters of her name on his scales, written into those same tags, cold without the heat 
of her to keep them warm. A memory of her he didn’t know he would hold onto. And wish, 
more than anything, he had never let go. 


Saren squeezed the tags in his palm tightly. Six, he’d counted. He couldn’t read them. 
Though he knew the lines on each one spelled a name. A name the human, Jane, had 
commanded him to keep. For her. And so he would. 


He was still gazing down at them when the door to the docking bay whirred. Training his 
posture on instinct. His hands moved to clasp behind him, shoulders broadening as they eased 
back. The distinct scent of human, male, cut the air, forcing him to clamp harder on his 
already quiet subvocals. Something he’d grown so used to silencing he now rarely 
remembered to release. 


The moment the door opened, humans were moving through to stand at his attention, saluting 
him in poor formation. 


Trained to behave, at the least. 


Saren acknowledged the small group with a growl. The same sound of acknowledgment he’d 
once received from his superiors during his early years in the military. 


“Reporting for duty, Spectre. Ready and awaiting command.” 


His eyes tracked the scout in front of him. Alenko. A name he remembered solely for how 
closely the man liked to linger near his human. Saren inhaled in a low whoosh of air. 


“At ease. Status report of your ship,” he demanded. 


“En route and trailing,” the small squad lowered their salutes into a proper stance. “Prepared 
to redock for combat fleet maneuvers, if we need to.” 


Saren’s hand clenched around the tags in his hand, scanning the scout up and down with 
another rumble. “I trust your Alliance has trained you on rapid reboarding protocol. And that 
your pilot is competent enough for the task.” 


He scented a small spike of stress on the air. Several of the humans shot Alenko a look, 
careful to remain still. “Affirmative,” the scout answered. More steeled than the others when 
he spoke. 


Saren studied him a moment longer before snarling softly. A command for them to follow, 
one they quickly learned after a moment of hesitation, watching him turn to approach the 
command bay above the ramp. 


The sound of boots trailed behind him. 


“We are less than twenty-four hours from pinpointing a target location. Shepard has already 
successfully breached Cerberus base. With the offensive maneuver Cerberus has made on the 
Citadel, much of their resources will be redirected. Whatever pushback we meet will likely 
be technological. Be prepared—they are at the advantage.” 


“Not with Shepard in there.” He heard Alenko’s voice behind him. Quiet enough the 
comment seemed more to himself. 


Another voice joined in with agreement. “Scorpio and Spectre Kryik? Those Cerberus guys 
don’t stand a chance.” 


Saren bristled as he turned. 


“Any moment we spend without contact with Shepard is a disadvantage,” he said—eyes 
zeroing in on the scout. “Herself and Spectre Kryik are without weapons, without gear, and 
without auxiliary support. Until my eyes are on her, we are compromised. Shepard’s actions 
were at great sacrifice to herself.” The wire on his arm tightened as his talons furled behind 
his back. “You’d do well to remember that.” 


Again, that strange silence. Something that annoyed him—that would never come from a unit 
under Hierarchy command. Ended with Alenko’s sharp, “Sir,” and a curt nod of his small 
head. 


Humans were so willing to show their hesitation. Their feeling. It was a wonder Alenko 
considered himself a suitable mate for his human. A reek he could scent on him any time he 
was near her. 


When seconds mattered, hesitation was not an option. Fear, uncertainty, cost lives. It only 
ever took one, just one hit instead of miss—one soldier—to change the course of history, into 
something not even the universe could predict. 


Now was the time for boldness. For aggression. For locking on to their target and biting deep, 
hard, reckless as it might take to render their enemy to submission. 7o death. 


She’d done well choosing Nihlus instead of a human. Spectre Kryik was a more than suitable 
mate. In truth, Saren could think of no one better. No one he’d trust with her more. His 
judgment to allow Vakarian’s son to approach her as well only proved him further. 


Vakarian blood was honorable. His human required the protection of more than one male. 
And the pup's devotion to her only made them stronger. Nihlus was a capable patriarch—he 
led his mates well. 


Something you should tell him. 
Something he wished to. Though, sometimes, those were the things hardest to say of all. 
“T’ll prepare my unit for ground support, then. Should I ready my ship for air strike?” 


Saren clicked. ““You should have done so already. I’Il alert you when I’ve located our target 
coordinates. Take your shift in the bunks with the rest of your crew,” he rumbled, turning 


back to the screen. “I suggest you not disturb Archangel when you do. He will be hostile until 
his mate is returned to him.” 


There was a moment of silence after his words. Followed by the trailing of boots, leaving him 
alone on the ramp. 


Saren wasted no time cueing up his private logs on the control terminal. 


He’d found no leads during his short scan of the extranet back files on their target. 
Unsurprising, given they were short on time. He swiped up on his contacts and keyed an ID 
into the call channel. Waiting in silence as the black screen cropped up—then abruptly closed 
as the line disconnected. As if the person on the other end had intentionally ended the call. 


Saren clicked, keying in the same ID again. And then a third time, until the channel opened 
and a face appeared in front of him. 


**Arterius.” 
The sound of his name was harsh—a curse. 
“Castis.” 


His voice was a deep snarl. Cold and disaffected. Castis’s hard blue eyes gave him a once 
over. 


“T assume you’re bothering me for good reason. I’m off duty.” 


Saren made no sound, gaze zeroing in on the male in front of him. “You have heard no word 
from your superiors?” 


A low growl in answer. The slight narrow if his fringe. “As I said, I’m off call. My mate 
requires my attention. Something I don’t expect you to understand.” 


A dig he didn’t allow to show. Saren hissed. A mocking sound. “No doubt. Given you are too 
busy to spare your time for an attack on the Citadel,” he said, clasping his hands behind him. 
“T often warn the Council that C-Sec has dulled with your age. Are you certain your mate will 
find your attention to be useful?” 


A perfect mark. Digging in the second it hit. Castis answered with a snarl. Underscored by a 
note to his subvocals Saren did not expect to hear. Something rasping, and strangled. The 
sound of a male in distress. 


“Your sharp tongue hasn’t changed since the war. Don’t call just to lie to me. I have no time 
for petty games.” 


Saren rumbled. Shoulders straight and poised as he face the screen squarely. “Which is it, 
detective? Is my tongue sharp, or does it lie? Perhaps you should call your daughter to 
confirm.” 


Those Vakarian blue eyes flickered with building anger. Too easy. Exactly what Saren was 
digging for. 


“Whatever trouble my—” Castis faltered in his words, coming back with a sharper, 
“Whatever trouble Archangel has managed to stir on the Citadel, you will leave my daughter 
out of it. She abandoned her omni-tool after ceremony, confirming with her isn’t possible. If 
she is with you and your crew, I expect you to put her on the first pod to Palaven the second 
this discussion is over.” 


“You are an even bigger fool than you used to be,” Saren shot back—words harsh and edged. 
“Cerberus has made an offensive maneuver on the Citadel. Your daughter has been taken as a 
tool to render the most powerful biotic I have ever seen to heel. And the only one who has 
taken any action is your son.” 


The raising volume of his voice ended abruptly, leaving a thick silence over the comms. 
Castis was still. Still enough, Saren thought briefly the connection had desynced. Only to 
watch the sudden return of breath to his broad chest. 


“Then I should make contact with C-Sec and—” 


“Don’t bother,” Saren growled, eyes sharp, hovering on the screen. “Archangel has already 
diverted several ally fleets to the station. His militia has taken up ground support to bolster 
Citadel security. When the human’s land they will eliminate the threat. An inevitable win for 
their growing foothold across the galaxy.” 


A thought that made him bristle. Leaving the open question in his mind; whether his human’s 
species was truly ready for it. 


“Then you’ve called my private line just to berate me about my—” Again that falter. Ending 
with an unfinished sentence and another poorly swallowed keen from the turian’s subvocals. 
A sound most males were not used to hiding. One Castis had the privilege of never needing 
to. Until now, it seemed. 


“T have called you because you have information I find useful,” Saren said with a hard click. 
“Berating you 1s rarely worth my time.” 


The growl that passed through the comms was much quieter. He watched Castis duck his 
head. “Information on what, precisely?” 


Saren took a step closer to the vid screen. Letting a low rumble escape him. “Jack Harper.” 
He saw the sudden tension to his shoulders as Vakarian studied him. 


“T told you that you were a fool to let him go,” he said after a moment. The volume of his 
voice had lowered into something cold. 


“It was a necessary sacrifice at the time,” Saren rumbled. 


The human Jack Harper had once held something of great importance to him. Something he 
had not intended to let go of. Not again. 


“You had collected quite the profile on him, as memory serves. Including the last known 
location of his whereabouts.” 


Information Castis had once planned to use to bring the zealot in. Information Saren had 
instead used to track the human for himself—giving the human an offer only a fool would 
refuse. A chance at escape, in exchange for... 


“T hope whatever artifact you were seeking was worth it,” Vakarian snarled. “I spent many 
hours away from my family building a profile against Harper. All to watch it be flushed away 
on a Spectre’s whim.” 


Saren gave a low huff. “The Council had dismissed your claims on the human. There was no 
way for me to pursue the matter on genuine interest.” 


Not for initial lack of trying on Saren’s part. A fact he would never admit to the detective’s 
face. Though, at the time, humans were not seen as strong enough to pose a legitimate threat. 
Even their most radical among them. 


“T assume you still have the records,” Saren said. 


In fact, he was certain of it. Enough to waste his time on a Vakarian with a grudge. Perhaps 
the most begrudging, maddening thing about this at all— 


“The file has grown since then.” Castis’s voice was a low rumble. “I thought it was unwise to 
take my eyes off the target.” 


—Castis Vakarian was a damned good detective. 


Saren felt heat wash up his chest. The immediate rush of adrenalin that came from sensing 
prey. From locking on, dead sights in the dark, and pulling the trigger with that easy, steady 
grip. Never wavering. Never fucking missing. 


Dead. 


“Send me what you have. If you want word when we have sights on your daughter—I 
suggest you contact your son.” 


Jack Harper was dead. He just didn’t know it yet. 


And Saren was more than ready to make him bleed. 
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Garrus stared down at the stim on the counter. The medbay around him was silent. Solus was 
asleep through the narrow door to the doctor’s quarters. He hadn’t emerged when he’d 
entered, hoping for more meds to stem the ache in his side. Even with the bleeding stopped, 
the pain was enough to keep him awake. A pain that wouldn’t exist if his mates were here. 
Reminding him of what his whole body was already screaming, making it hard, damn near 
impossible to breathe. 


Separate. He was separate from them. A feeling so unnatural to a bonded turian, it was like 
walking backward into the frozen waters on Noveria. A feeling he hated. A feeling that hurt 
worse than the wound in his side. 


He reached to take hold of the stim shot. Gripping the full syringe with his knuckles rested on 
the counter. Kryik would kill him. He knew that. But he couldn’t sleep. Not when she was out 
there, when he didn’t know where, when she needed him, and he couldn’t get to her. Were 
they hurting her? Was she scared? Would she give up, hide away inside her mind like she had 
before? Would he lose her again? 


His talons furled tight around the syringe. 


“Oh—Sorry. I didn’t know you were in here.” A voice appeared behind him. A sound that 
made his muscles jump with sudden tension. “Spectre Arterius said you were taking your 
shift in the bunks.” 


Garrus didn’t have to turn to know that smell. Human. Undeniably male. He snarled softly, 
ducking his head without turning. He said nothing. 


“Ts the doctor here? Some of my crew needs medi-gel.” 

Garrus felt his fringe narrow. “No,” he said. And that was all he said. 

Heavy silence hung in the air. Then that same, grating sound of an unfamiliar male. 
“It does something to you—to be separate from her, doesn’t it?” 


The sound of boots shuffled on the metal floor. Though Alenko was smart enough to keep 
space between them. Garrus stared down at the stim in his talons. 


“I’m fine.” His voice was a dark rasp. Somewhere farther away. ““There’s medi-gel in the 
cabinet. And stims...in the drawer.” 


The lingering quiet told him Alenko hadn’t moved. 


“She told me. About you. About...” the human exhaled in a way that sounded almost like a 
laugh, “About all of you. The marks on her neck. What happened to her on Noveria.” Garrus 
growled. “On Mindoir.” 


Garrus turned his head enough to catch sight of the scout out of his peripheral—still facing 
away from him. 


“T won’t lie and say I understand it. Whatever it is you have—how turians do things when 
they care about someone. But keeping her secret like that...even when it costs you...” that 
sound again, almost a scoff. Quiet enough it barely stirred the air, “I can see why they call 
you Archangel. I know what it’s like to have to be left to fend for yourself. It’s good she had 
someone like you watching her back.” 


Garrus felt his fringe narrow. 


Jane had told someone. 
Jane had told him. 


Heat sparked as he turned, unaware when he did that his talons let go of the stim. Was she 
ready for that? Was this human someone worthy of her trust? Spirits, he wanted nothing as 
badly as he just wanted to be near her. To ask her—to see her face. That bright, rich color of 
her eyes, roaming his gaze, face tilted to his as they lie twined together in the sheets. “I love 
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you. 
He swallowed down a keen, that drowning, burning feeling of need to be near her. 
“Why are you telling me this?” 


The human scout was surprisingly willing to meet his gaze. Not so anxious as some of the 
others Garrus had spoken to on the outposts. Alenko’s eyes were dark without the light of the 
medbay. 


“Because I’ve seen what kind of person you are. I think it’s only fair you know the same 
about me.” The breath in the man’s chest was deep and easy. A posture Garrus read as 
confident and open. Friendly. “And I want you to know that I’ve got your back out there. 
We’re getting Shepard out of this alive. I’m ready for whatever we’re about to get into. No 
holding back.” 


Garrus cocked his head. A curious posture he couldn’t curb when it came. There was no 
missing when the human’s eyes shifted to the counter, lingering a second too long on the stim 
still lying behind him. 


“Get your medi-gel. Take a shift in the bunks with the rest of your crew,” Garrus told him, 
pulling his gaze back to him. “I'll have a target location in the next few hours.” His posture 
eased into something more militant. Something trained into him by his father since he was a 


pup. 


Alenko stood at his attention. Gave him a salute. Took a half step back, but paused before he 
turned. The gesture of respect shocked him. Something Garrus didn’t show. 


“Once we get Shepard back—what will we do? To Cerberus, I mean. Do you have a plan?” 


Garrus kept his gaze zeroed on the human in front of him. Feeling that same wash of heat that 
made his muscle jump. He shifted his weight. Moving in the shadows with a low growl. It 
drew the human’s attention to the flex of his gun arm, only briefly. 


“Once we find Shepard and Kryik,” his voice dropped low. He took a half step forward. “We 
burn Cerberus to the fucking ground.” 


He held Alenko’s gaze for one deadly second before the omni-tool on his arm made a sound. 
He twisted his wrist to gaze down at the holoscreen. The ID tag that popped up wasn’t logged 
in Axia’s system. Even so, Garrus knew those numbers by heart. 


He growled as he reached to swipe up on the tag. Not caring that Alenko still stood in the 
doorway. 


“Garrus.” 
Garrus stood a little straighter, turning his back to the door. “What?” 


He braced his hand on the counter with a low growl. His father’s voice was silent on the other 
line. A sound that surprised him. He watched his gaze search the screen—as if to search his 
face. 


“You are with Spectre Arterius.” 


Not a question. Slightly mechanical in his asking. Like he was trying to think of something to 
say. 


“Yeah, he’s...on my ship,” Garrus rumbled. Bracing himself for the inevitable harsh click of 
his disapproval. 


“And Spectre Kryik.” His father’s blue eyes had now settled on the side of his face. Making 
him bristle. 


“No,” Garrus said shortly. “Shepard and Kryik have already been taken to Cerberus HQ. We 
lost contact with them a while ago.” 


Another brief pause. “Jane Shepard,” he said, again, not a question, as if to confirm they were 
referencing the same person. “The biotic from Noveria.” 


Again he braced for his father’s disapproval. Something that didn’t come. 
“And your—” his father stopped for a second. “And Solana?” 


His father’s gaze switched back to his. Garrus held it, unwavering when he spoke. “I’ll have 
her back to you soon. First pod I can send to Palaven. Shepard will keep her safe until then.” 


The comms were strangely silent. “And you?” 

Garrus rumbled. Ducked his head and looked away. “I have other things to take care of.” 
He wouldn’t leave Shepard to go to Palaven. Not ever. 

“Will you be safe?” 


His father’s question caught him off guard. Pulling his attention back to the screen. To see his 
father was, again, staring at the scar on his face. 


“T’ll be whatever I need to be to get Solana and my bond mates home safe,” he said. 


Garrus saw something he never had before, then. He saw his father’s fringe relax—a drop in 
his shoulders as his hard blue eyes moved back to his, and lost their edge the moment he said 


it. Bond mates. 
“hic SOG’ 
Garrus said nothing. Holding his gaze until his father regained some of his posture. 


“It seems I have missed many things since your return,” his voice was not quite there, a little 
distant as Garrus held his gaze. “Spectre Arterius also tells me you have command over 
several Alliance vessels. And a ground crew on the Citadel.” 


Garrus felt his fringe narrow. “The ground crew was only there to watch Solana. I hadn’t 
anticipated a full invasion by Cerberus—or I would’ve sent more.” 


“So it’s true. They took Solana just before I...just before I left. Just prior to the attack.” his 
father prodded. “For what reason?” 


Garrus made a hushed growl. “Call it an old grudge. I took something of theirs. Something 
they wanted back.” 


“What?” 


He was suddenly aware of Alenko still behind him. Now occupied with the medi-gel cabinet. 
But well within earshot. 


“She told me...about Noveria.” 

“Shepard,” Garrus said. 

He saw his father’s fringe narrow. “The biotic weapon.” 

“My mate,” he growled. Anger speared heat up his chest. 

He couldn’t read his father’s face when he spoke again. “A human,” he said. 


Garrus snarled softly, pushing away from the counter. Waiting for the inevitable bark of his 
disapproval. 


“How?” 
The question wasn’t as harsh as Garrus expected. 


“Tt just happened,” Garrus told him. “On Noveria. And I’m not sorry for it. I wouldn’t change 
it even if I could.” 


“No, I...don’t expect you would be. You were always one to stick to your guns. Even as a 
pup.”His words were farther away again. Like he was thinking of something else. Something 
distant. “Then you were on Noveria for longer than I thought.” 


Garrus huffed softly. Feeling some of his anger drain. “Longer than the vids show,” he said. 


“How long?” 


He heard the sound of a drawer shut. Heard Alenko’s footsteps trail from the room. Not quick 
enough before he answered. “Two years,” he said. 


His father exhaled in a rush. A sound of disbelief. Underscored by something else. 
Something soft enough he barely heard it over the comms. A low keen. A sound Garrus had 
never heard from him before. 


“Two years,” like a bitter pill to swallow. “With Shepard and Spectre Kryik?” 


“No,” Garrus’s voice was low, deep and quieter now. “With a slaver—after my ship went 
down over Mindoir.” 


He watched his father falter, losing some of his posture again at the name. Mindoir. All at 
once his gaze sharpened. His shoulders straightened and he heard his father snarl. 


“Had I not told them!” There was the sound of an impact. A fist meeting the top of a table. 
“They’d filed the report as a crash. They said you lost control of the craft—but your 
trajectory had been steady! Your diversion from the path had been intentional. If you’d 
passed over Mindoir at the time of the raid you could have heard their S.O.S.. Perhaps you 
had—” The volume of his father’s voice tapered off into a low huff. Like he was grappling 
for composure. Like this wasn’t the first time he’d shouted those words to someone, with that 
same pleading, desperate edge. “My son would have answered a call of distress. No matter 
who it was from.” 


Garrus wasn’t looking at the screen. His throat ached with a whine he refused to release. “It 
felt wrong not to answer,” he rasped quietly. 


He made a soft hiss. A dry laugh. “Got a few hits in before they managed to shoot me down. 
Couldn’t hack the emergency landing. Woke up in slaver custody before I even knew I hit the 
ground.” 


“Shot down,” his father said. Like he couldn’t—didn’t want to believe it for himself. "The 
Hierarchy had to have known.” A second of pause. Then, “Did you engage the front thrusters 
and land with the nose up like I taught you?” 


Garrus bristled. “And landed on the tail hard enough to blow the rear fuel chamber.” 


“You are supposed to ride the downdraft—not overpower it with the thruster mechanism.” 
His father clicked at him. A low chastise. “The weight in the back needs support.” 


Garrus growled. “A little hard to concentrate when you’ re freefalling on fire with no engine.” 


“T told them they put you on the field too soon. You weren’t ready enough to handle a ship 
for yourself. You are—” he cut himself off, “You were just a pup.” 


Garrus felt that familiar tighten in his chest. The need to argue with him, though he didn’t. 
After a long moment of silence his father seemed to relent with a hiss. 


“T sent Arterius several points of interest for your target. He seemed to think you were within 
distance of one, soon enough to reach it within the day.” 


His blood spiked with heat. A sudden rush of adrenalin at his father’s word. Close. 
They were close. 
“You will keep your camera on and your comms open. Understood?” 


Garrus rumbled. Lost in thought—in the image of dragging his mates back to their ship, to 
safety, to...to him. Spirits, he needed it like he needed air. Needed them. 


“Stay focused, pup!” his father ordered. “This is important. I’ve spent years trailing Harper in 
connection to Cerberus. He won’t be an easy target. Whatever tech he’s gotten his hands on is 
deadly. Stay sharp and aim straight.” 


His father’s harsh voice pulled his gaze back to the screen. Garrus snarled. “I don’t plan to 
miss,” he said. 


“A Vakarian never does,” his father replied. “Once he’s in the ground, I...” his sharp blue 
eyes left the screen as he looked away. Mandibles pulling in tight to his jaw. “Your mother 
and I, will be waiting... for both of you.” 


Words that stung. That made it damned near impossible not to whine when he said them. 
Both of you. 


“Pll bring Sol home safe. I’1l make contact the second I have her on the ship.” 


He didn’t linger on the call. Ending it as he moved swiftly toward the hall beyond the 
medbay. 


Arterius had a location on their target. They were less than a day away. Hours, hours now, 
until he could see her again. See Kryik again. And promise his sister everything was going to 
be okay. 


The only things in life Garrus ever needed. 


Though now, there was one other. A burning instinct, one he could see in Arterius as he came 
to join him at the control panel. A silent exchange between the two of them in the dark. 
Something neither male had to say out loud to agree. 


He watched the Spectre enter coordinates and send a ping through space, causing a cluster of 
red dots to crop up on the radar in front of them. 


“‘She’s there.” 


He’d never heard that sound in the Spectre’s voice before. Quiet enough, low enough it was 
nearly, almost...soft. 


Garrus growled, bracing his hands on the panel as he hovered over the screen. 


“There’s a ship hovering near the station,” he said, watching one of the dots move in the lazy 
trajectory of an orbit around the other. Something still. Likely a station. 


“He will be ready to pursue,” Arterius snarled. 

“Whatever tech he’s gotten his hands on is deadly.” 

Garrus studied it with a sinking feeling. “It’s big.” 

“It’s a dreadnaught,” the Spectre replied. “One I have seen before.” 


He ducked his head to gaze at Saren, his razor mandibles catching the light of the radar 
screen in front of them. Making him look like a spirit in the dark. “It seems he’s found it for 
himself. Just as I feared.” 


Garrus followed his cutting gaze back to the radar. “Do you know what it is?” 


A moment of pause. That eerie, utter silence of his subvocals as the Spectre made no sound. 
Only the deadly movement of the wire muscle on his arm. Answering in one, low word. 


“Sovereign.” 
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He couldn’t seem to catch his breath. 


The heat in his scales was rising, his chest moving in rapid shallow movements he couldn’t 
seem to control. He was panting like a varren in heat. He knew that. A thought that only 
made him bristle in agitation. 


Composure, Kryik! 


A task impossible when each sip of air brought the heavy scent of his mate into focus. She 
was stressed. A smell Nihlus couldn’t ignore. Standing near her in the dark as they waited, 
watching the human—that male who’d thrown him food—retreat from the room. 


It was quiet for a while. The female was last to leave them room after the voice over the 
comms dismissed her. Both of them reeked of antiseptic. A sign—he knew. Not to trust them. 
That they were too clean to be slaves. 


He could see the very thought written on his mate’s face as she turned her to look up at him 
in the dark. 


“Bring your dog to heel at the door, Shepard. There’s a chain. Use it.” 


That voice. A sound that made his blood spike. Made his chest ease with a growl that 
lingered longer than he could control. 


You’re slipping, Kryik. Get a hold of yourself. 
The spike in her stress was answered with the male’s soothing, “It’s for his safety.” 


Nihlus couldn’t swallow a purr when his female moved closer to him. Spurred mostly by her 
attention. Though he also meant it as reassurance. If this is what it took to get close to the 
illusive man, he would do what was necessary. 


The chain was mounted to the wall. Much of the area looked no different than an empty 
warehouse—save for a few crates and toppled chairs near the center. Leaving him uncertain 
of what else it must’ve been used for. And what the man intended to use it for now. 


He tilted his chin to allow Jane access to his collar, feeling her hook the chain in place, 
ignoring that flare of heat in his plates that came from giving her his throat. The clasp on his 
collar beeped as it locked into place. It was hinged. Weak enough to break, if he really tried. 


Tf any turian male was desperate enough. 


He nuzzled the soft underside of her wrist before she pulled her hand away. Training the need 
in his mind onto one thing, and one thing only. Keep her safe. 


“You clean up well, Shepard. I’m impressed.” The voice resumed over the room as she turned 
to face the large platform. “I have a gift for you. Call it a token of good faith. But first I think 
it’s time we get to know each other a little better. Have a seat.” 


He watched Jane turn her head to the strewn furniture behind her. She hesitated a moment. 
Her green eyes darted back to the door. The heat in his scales worsened when she moved 
away. His body’s instinct to call her back to him. 


She took a seat in one of the chairs without a word, facing the door. The second she did his 
voice returned, “Good”, followed by something else, something... 


Nihlus snarled, shifting forward in a way that made his chain pull taught. His mandibles slid 
back to show his teeth. To taste that scent on the air the second it came. Heavy and 
maddening. Male. 


His attention moved rapidly to the darkness behind her. Hardly catching the sound of the door 
sliding open in his periphery. He heard footsteps move in toward the head of the room. 
Making him hiss, duck his head to turn and watch one of the humans enter the room again, 
now leading someone else by the collar. A female. A turian. 


Jane gripped the arm of the chair and moved to stand. Only to stop as the human dropped 
Solana on the concrete and leveled her gun beneath her fringe. 


Jane froze. Realizing the wordless command the second it came. Lowering herself back in the 
chair with eyes on the turian now in front of her. Locked in—unwilling to look away. 


“Now that we all know where we stand. I trust you’ll behave for me, won’t you, Shepard?” 


The same voice returned. Training his attention back onto that pressing, choking scent 
growing thicker on the air. Growing closer. 


Jane said nothing. Tracking Solana in front of her like they were the only two in the room. 


“No sudden movements and nothing needs to get messy. I have worked very hard for this 
moment. It would be a shame to ruin it now.” 


His eyes zeroed in the moving shadows behind her. On the shape of a man as he appeared, 
making him bristle, making him snarl and reach for the collar on his neck like an instinct, 
ready to dig in, to pull away— 


“Nihlus.” 


Jane’s green eyes didn’t leave Solana. They didn’t have to. Just her voice was enough. His 
talons stopped as they arched, not yet hard enough to draw blood—yanking him back into 
awareness enough to only grip the metal, and nothing more. 


Don t lose it. Not now. Not with a civilian on the line. And certainly not with Jane. 


The breath was shallow in his chest. Watching the man come to stand behind her. To put his 
hand on her shoulder. Close—too close— 


“Shepard.” 


He heard Solana make a soft keen on the floor in front of her. Unmoving as they both 
watched the man stroke the back of his many fingers down Jane’s cheek. Her soft skin 
drained of its color. 


“We are so pleased you could finally join us.” His voice was a low hum in the dark. “There’s 
so much I want to show you.” 


Her knuckles paled as she gripped the arm of the chair. Chest unmoving when his fingers 
moved to comb through the hair behind her ear. Nihlus’s blood burned at the sight. 


The man brushed her temple with his small thumb. Over the low glow of the implant beneath 
her skin. “What they did to you was a shame. They tried to limit your power,” Nihlus hated it. 
Hated the way his voice grew soft. Quiet. Like his words were for her—only for her. “I will 
help you grow it. You will see, Shepard. All of this is...it’s only temporary. It doesn’t have to 
be this way between us.” 


His hand slipped down to the collar on her neck. 


There was no fighting it. The second his hand slid down, skimmed gently to the side of her 
neck, touching it, her throat, Nihlus felt himself slip. 


Heat washed up the back of his neck. It gripped his fringe, and he dropped to his knees on the 
concrete, lurching hard against his chain with enough force to choke. 


“Nihlus, don’t!” 


He could sense the other turian in the room looking at him. Could smell her fear, hear it in the 
whine of her subvocals. Solana, some vague part of his rational mind demanded. 


The sound of his female’s voice made him pause. Her eyes shifted to him, glittering in the 
low light as the male behind her cupped her throat, tilting her chin in his hand, telling her, 
“Let him. He will learn his place here.” 


His strange, light-colored eyes lifted to Nihlus. He heard Jane inhale through her teeth. A 
sharp hiss. And Nihlus watched a thin bead of red spill from beneath his palm. Running a line 
down the front of her throat to streak across her supple, half bare chest. 


The immediate smell of blood filled his nose. Her blood. The most brutal part of turian 
biology. A warning—to the other male not to get too close. To not touch the wounded female. 
And to Nihlus, that another male was willing to try. 


Nihlus’s attention zeroed in. He rumbled, a deep, still sound in the dark, lowering himself 
with one hand braced to the floor. No longer frantic. Poised. Waiting. Daring the human to 
fucking try. He would be ready the moment he did. 


He watched the man track the thin thread of his female’s blood down her breasts. Making a 
low, clicking sound with his tongue he didn’t know humans could make. 


“That won’t do. I was told your wounds were healed in transport.” His strange eyes moved to 
the door beyond them. Nihlus heard footsteps approaching the other side. “But when has a 
little blood ever stopped you, Shepard?” 


His mouth was close to her ear. Not touching. Not yet. Not ever. He wouldn’t allow it. 


“T’ve seen the tapes, Shepard. Of your clever escape from the Noverian facility. The first time 
—not the last. I know you are capable with your collar on. Hence our little insurance, here.” 


The pathetic little male removed himself from her throat, coming to stand beside her, 
mimicking turian posture with his hands behind him. 


“And why I have come with a gift.” 


He made a sharp, snapping sound with two fingers. The human female grabbed Solana by the 
cowl and pulled her to unsteady feet. Jane tracked her as they retreated to the far wall. 
Watching, never missing a second, waiting, he knew. For that perfect opportunity. That split 
second of a moment where the human would stumble, would look away, and Jane could seize 
her for every last breath she was worth. 


The gun stayed leveled to Solana’s fringe as the door opened a second time. Nihlus didn’t 
turn his attention from Jane. He heard a heavy thud, the sound of someone landing hard on 
the concrete. Followed by a growl. An almost human sound. Almost. 


He saw the blue flash of an asari out of his periphery. The way they scrambled forward on the 
floor—towards Jane—with that same, angry growl. More than anger. More than rage. 


The human who’d brought her put his foot in her back, sending her back down on the floor in 
an instant. 


Jane’s jaw fluttered. Studying the obvious offering on the ground. “What is this?” Her voice 
was low and hoarse when she spoke. “I don’t know her.” 


The male at her side took several steps forward. “No,” he said simply. “But she certainly 
knows you.” He came to stand over the asari. Nihlus let his gaze slip to follow. “Don’t you, 
Ms. T’Soni?” 


Nihlus’s warring brain scrambled to make sense of the name. Of why it sounded so familiar. 


“You can thank her for interrupting your night out with friends at the Citadel bar. Word on the 
street is she wants you dead. A little retribution for the death of her mother.” The man lifted 
his head, the vague tilt to his mouth showing his enjoyment. “I thought you’d like the chance 
to finish her yourself. The world should know what happens when they cross Jane Shepard. 
A lesson even Benezia herself had to learn.” 


Benezia. 


The asari in front of her made another sound. A half growl is she tried to scramble toward his 
female. Only to be kicked back onto the hard ground. 


Jane’s face was tilted down, though her eyes flashed up to him when he spoke her name. It 
was a deadly look. One Nihlus had seen on his female before. Burning like fire in her blood. 


“She’s collared.” The stillness to her voice was menacing. Cold. “Hardly a challenge.” 


The tilt to the man’s mouth broadened. “Exactly what I thought you would say, Shepard.” He 
took a half step back before turning toward the doorway. “Perhaps you will recognize this 
face. To make it a little more challenging.” 


Nihlus recognized the scent this time. Only because he’d scented it once before. On his 
female—the second Saren had dragged her in, still drunk and reeking of other male, a smell 
that lingered as he’d studied their picture, the drell arched beneath her on the floor, gripping 
her thighs in his hands— 


The drell was dropped on the floor beside T’Soni. The others retreated from the room, 
leaving them with only the male still hanging off of Shepard, and the human female standing 
over Solana, sights raised. 


Nihlus couldn’t see the drell. He was knelt, faced away from him, though he could tell by the 
way he swayed they must’ve given him something strong. His head was ducked low, panting 
and streaked in something dark. Something slick like blood. But not his. 
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“Someone 8 giving them trouble out there.’ 
It’d been him. He could smell it on him now. Hear it in the hard rhythm of his heart. 


“A shame the hanar couldn’t teach you when to quit,” the illusive man trailed back toward 
Jane, drawing Nihlus’s focus with him. “Look at you. Now you’re no better than a mercenary. 
I hear the batarian raids are putting quite the dent in your colonies. A shame you picked this 
job instead. Maybe if you’d been wiser you could’ve been home to that wife of yours by 
dinner. Isn’t it funny how that works?” 


He was standing beside her again. Reaching to take her dexterous hand in his, as if to guide 
her to her feet, holding it with a sort of reverence that made his scales heat. Made his talons 
furl in against the cold concrete. Like she was this artifact. A thing. 


Like she was his. 


Nihlus watched his hand fondle hers them moment he came to stand at her shoulder. To stoop 
low and speak in her ear. Words he could hear—even from here. 


“Are you ready for your debut, Shepard? The world is watching.” His hand left hers to rise to 
her face. To guide it by the chin to turn and find the young turian still kneeling at the mercy 
of the gun. Solana. “Everyone,” he said softly. 


Jane’s gaze went to Nihlus. Just a brief second. A silent exchange. Telling him something. 
Something important—that he didn’t doubt from the very first time he’d ever seen it her 


green eyes. 
That whatever happened next. Or how. Jane Shepard didn’t intend to miss. 


She pulled her chin from his hand. Leaving him to assume the seat behind her. As if he 
expected to be pleasantly entertained. 


She came to stand in front of the asari first. She was young by the look of her. Bruised and 
out of breath, though not bloody. Her dark eyes moved up to Shepard standing over her. He 
could see the subtle flex of her muscles, like she wanted to lunge at her, at his mate, but 
something close to fear kept her in place. 


“She’s collared. The fight isn’t fair.” 
The drell’s low clouded voice came into focus. 


“Fight me first,” he panted softly. Almost a laugh. “I'll tire you out enough. Perhaps even the 
score.” 


There was a sharp keen from the corner of the room. A sound made as the human with the 
gun pushed Solana’s head down with the brunt end. 


Jane’s eyes switched to the drell. Her left hand curled in a fist. When she spoke her voice was 
hushed and low. “Don’t hold back.” 


The drell’s mouth gave a vague twitch. The temptation of a smile. “As you wish.” 


He lifted his face up to her above him. Knelt like an acolyte on his knees, pausing only 
briefly before it was him, fast, sharp and deadly, to swing first. 


He moved to sweep her legs. An action easily avoided with her fast maneuver and a hard 
biotic pulse that sent the drell sliding back across the floor. The asari took it as a chance to 
lunge, knocking Jane sideways, causing her to scramble and bring her to yield beneath her, 
hitting the asari once in the mouth, then again. Harsh, but not deadly. Not enough to kill. 


Holding back. 


He felt the brief stress of the asari’s biotics struggling to break the field of her collar. Trying 
and failing. Not as strong as the biotic that had her pinned, hitting her again, until the asari 
beneath her went slack on the floor. Out cold. 


The drell had recovered and returned to range, moving faster than Nihlus knew she would 
expect. He landed a kick that knocked her back to the floor. 


Nihlus snarled, rearing on his knees as he tracked the male moving over her. The man in the 
chair sat watching them with that same, poised amusement. The world is watching. 


That’s what it was to him. Entertainment. 


Nihlus reached, hooked a talon on the clasp of his collar. Feeling the hinge stress with a quick 
flex of his arm. The drell ran to strike Jane head on. The fight between them was brutal. Fast 
and blooded, exchanging and missing blows with little mercy. 


He would tire her. Jane was vicious and quick, but the drell was mechanical. Sharp. He had 
experience she didn’t have. The longer it went on the more he could see it. 


“You play with your food, Shepard. Don’t spare the drell of your power. Use your biotics and 
be done with him.” 


His eyes darted briefly to the male watching her. To his hand rested on his knee, thumb 
rubbing the red stain of his female’s blood on his skin. 


Nihlus growled. 


He heard the familiar yowl of his female being bled. A sharp cut led by the drell’s heavy 
impact, a strike to the face, then another. Nihlus’s talon curled around the hook on his collar. 
Poised and ready to break it. 


He heard the heavy, merciless sound of another strike. This one Jane’s as she managed to 
catch the drell off guard. She was panting wildly, blood smeared down her upper mouth as 
her green eyes tracked him, evading his next hit, seizing the gap to flip him, to pin him down 
and reign him beneath her. 


She was getting wilder. More frantic. Knowing she was outmatched and would likely only 
have a few more windows to neutralize the drell. To kill him. Though, he could see in her 
eyes she didn’t want to. 


A fact reflected the second she managed to wrangle him under her. Followed by the frantic 
strangle of her biotics. Like she was trying to hold them back. To not latch in, harder, deeper 
than any talons could dig, and pull some part of him free. 


Something Nihlus had seen her do more than once. Something he saw in her eyes she knew 
she had to do. And that the drell beneath her accepted the second she did. 


Her biotics flared. He heard her breath waver. Saw her eyes glitter with that glass-like 
softness—a feeling. All things that seemed slow as Nihlus watched them. All things that 
happened in the matter of an instant. 


“Finish him!” 

The drell arched under her. Her hand went to his on her thigh as her biotics reached. 
“Now, Shep—!” 

The room dropped into abrupt darkness. 


Nihlus heard the soft sound of Solana’s gasp. His eyes dilated rapidly, catching Jane still 
poised over her mark. Lit again a second later with the red strobe of emergency lights. 


Then came the sirens. 
“Warning. Level one containment breach.”’ 
Jane Shepard was fast. Damn fast. 


All it took was that. Just a slit second for the human standing over Solana to turn her head 
toward the door. Toward the sound of sirens and a vague, distant scream. 


Jane had her in an instant. Pulled away by the surge of her biotics. Wrenching her up and 
back to hit the wall with merciless force. The gun clattered as it hit the ground. 


Nihlus didn’t hesitate. Two sharp yanks, a surge of adrenaline, and the scent of his female’s 
blood in the air, and the chain was slack on the floor. 


His gaze zeroed in on the chair in the center of the room. A chair that was now empty, 
leaving only the vague trail of his scent through the already closing door. 


He snarled. 
“Nihlus!” 


A command. Follow him. But not without her. Nihlus wasn’t letting Jane out of his sight. Not 
for a single second. 


Jane scrambled up from her knees. The drell still beneath her hadn’t moved, more interested 
in studying her than making any movement for himself. 


“T can track his scent,” Nihlus said. “Get Vakarian’s sister, we need to move!” 


Jane was quick to gain her feet and move toward Solana, sitting pressed into the far corner, 
staring wide-eyed at the Cerberus operative Jane had just smashed against the wall. 


“She’s...dead.” 


The pup’s voice was farther away. Numb. Likely the first death the Vakarian had witnessed in 
real life. 


He noticed the drell still watching her as Jane reached to help Solana to her feet. Nihlus came 
to stand over him on the concrete. 


“It seems I have made a misjudgment regarding your...mate.” The drell sat up. Poised now in 
posture that seemed battle ready. “She has not earned her death. You will have no trouble 
with me.” 


His oil-dark eyes roamed Nihlus. Keen and sharp. Missing nothing. A drell never did. 


“What about your friend?” Nihlus rasped, nodding to the asari still out cold several paces 
away. 


The drell rose to his feet in eerie silence. “She grieved her mother. I wished to help her. I 
believe her now to be misinformed as well. Allow me the chance to help her...see reason.” 


Nihlus huffed. A risk. One Jane would suffer most from if he chose wrong. After a moment 
of deliberation he moved past the drell with a hard click. “Fine.” 


If it were anyone else he wouldn’t trust him. But Nihlus had worked with an assassin from 
the hanar before. They were honor bound to their spirits. If the drell spoke, he spoke the 
truth. 


Jane was still steadying Solana on her feet when Nihlus came to examine her. A hand to her 
shoulder and a once over with a small trill. One she answered with a breathless. “Flesh 
wounds, I’m alright.” 


She was holding the dead operative’s pistol. Something she extended to him as she spoke. 
Nihlus gave her a soft, appraising purr. A sound Solana likewise didn’t seem to miss. Earning 
him the quick dart of her eyes, and the sudden silence of her whining subvocals. 


“We have to hurry,” Jane’s focus shifted to the closed door as the sound of another scream 
came muffled behind the metal. “I’m not letting the illusive man leave this station. We hunt 
him. Now.” 


“What’s out there?” Solana’s faint voice cut between them, trailed with worry. 
Nihlus rumbled. “The warning said a containment breach. Whatever it is—it’s loose.” 


He shifted closer to Jane. “Stay close to me.” His hand came to smooth the back of her hair. 
A gentle swipe of his thumb along her lower mouth. “I don’t want you out of my sight.” 


The drell had managed to rouse the asari. Who seemed nonplused to follow them. But willing 
enough to heed his warning— “Attack your mark and I will not come to your aid”’. 


She was smart enough not to test her skill, three to one. 
The outer hall was dark. 


He could still catch the vague trail of the illusive man’s scent, a scent he trailed with Jane 
tight on his six. Nihlus checked his pistol clip as they made their way swiftly down the first 
corridor. If it weren’t for the guide of his smell they’d be running through the corridors blind. 


Nihlus didn’t like crossing corners with no layout to reference. How big the facility was, he 
didn’t know. None of them did. Though they moved easily enough curtesy the keycard he’d 
swiped from the dead operative. 


They’d made it through a set of sliding doors before the screaming started again. 
Just one. Farther off at first, growing closer in the dark, until Nihlus realized, all at once— 


“Get down!” 


The operative hit the wall behind them with speed. With enough force to kill. 


Blood sprayed the metal in a halo. Nihlus reached for Jane. She was already pushing back to 
her feet from the floor. 


“Spirits, what was that?” 


Solana’s voice was faint over the alarm. She looked to Jane, his mate’s face strobed in red, 
green eyes burning and zeroed on the dark ahead. On the shape standing motionless in the 
center of the hall. Too small to be anything else. 


“Good girl.” Jane’s voice was deep and sharp. Nihlus was ready, knowing she would make a 
break for the human pup, following her the second she did with the drell on his six. There 
were three of them lying dead around her. Four, if he counted the one that had hit the wall. 


Jane made it to her just as she teetered. The kid made a frantic, almost keening sound before 
her knees buckled. The rapid beep of the pup’s collar began to die and Jane caught her before 
she could fall. 


Stressing the suppression field of her collar was likely more than one kid could handle. 
Human young were so small. It was a wonder she’d done it at all. 


“T’ve got you.” Jane’s voice was soothing and low. She swept the child up, who did nothing 
to fight her, trembling enough to make Jane shake when she stood. 


Nihlus trilled. “You’re straining yourself as it is with the collar,” he said. “You can’t carry her 
yourself, Shepard.” 


Even if she was strong enough to push through it. 


“She can’t walk on her own.” The kid in her arms made a quiet whine at the mere words. 
Burying her face against the soft side of her neck. 


He heard Solana shift with a quiet purr. “She’s so small. I can carry her. Let me.” 
Eager to help. With a good heart. Vakarian, through and through. 


Nihlus pivoted to let her pass, not failing to miss the way the drell continued to study his 
mate when he did. Though he was surprised to find the asari looking at him. He heard Jane 
pass the pup to Solana, telling her softly, “Purr for her, it helps,” when the girl made another 
weak keen. 


He tore his eyes from the pair of strangers to watch Solana gaze down at the pup. Her face 
freshly marked with that dark, rich Vakarian color. Something that made his heart hurt a little. 
Knowing it would hurt Garrus, that he hadn’t been there for it himself. And that she would 
have it when he wouldn’t. 


“Should I assume the Spectre has a plan?” The drell’s voice breached the quiet behind them. 
“We are on a station. That much I know. Without a plan out we are still stuck here, one way 
or another.” 


“We have incoming backup,” Jane answered. “All we need to do is stay alive long enough for 
them to get here. Right now we need to find the man who brought us here. I won’t let him 
slip away.” 


Her green eyes moved to Nihlus. A silent request. Nihlus slid his mandibles back as he 
scented the air. 


Had it only been the illusive man’s scent, it made have started to weaken. But he had made 
the deadly mistake of touching his mate. Of letting her blood stain his hand. 


There was nowhere he could run that Nihlus wouldn’t find him. 
“This way.” 


He took point. Feeling Jane take up his left flank, falling into a squad position he’d taught her 
just days ago. A fact that made his scales flash hot with pride. 


His female was a quick learner. 


They met resistance near an outer stairwell. Jane was quick to cover him with a shield, 
gripping Solana by the nape and hauling both pups behind her against the wall. The first two 
soldiers fell to his pistol. Another two to Jane pushing her shield forward with enough 
strength to send them hard over the railing. The last managed to skim her shoulder with a 
bullet before she caught him with a stasis field. Lifting them to dangle like a ragdoll before 
bringing them down with force on the stairs. Dead the second they landed. 


The second silence resumed around them he heard Solana hiss. 
“Holy shit.” Her voice was a painful reminder of Garrus. “Scorpio. That was...” 
The drell picked up where she trailed off. “Impressive,” he said. 


Jane’s eyes went to him with a flicker of uncertainty. Nihlus gave her a soft trill. A sound of 
reassurance, that she’d done well, a good thing. “Well done, Jane,” he told her softly. Not a 
monster. 


“He’s moving toward the higher levels,” Nihlus shot a look up the dark stairwell. “Likely 
heading toward a landing pad.” 


“As if he could escape,” the drell’s voice came dark behind him. 


There was the cock of a pistol. Telling him the assassin had grabbed some of his own 
firepower off one of the dead soldiers. Nihlus swapped his own for an assault rifle half 
slicked in blood before motioning Jane to advance. 


She stayed sharp on his six, shields raised, quiet as a trained Spectre behind him as they went. 


Every so often he could hear the curious chirps of the other turian beside her. The pup was 
aware of her, watching his mate with that attentive interest of a turian young still learning 
their behavior from the clan. 


A fact that made the baser of part of his brain sharpen when Nihlus looked at Jane himself. 
His female. Wondering, perhaps, what she would be like with... 


“T did not know turians mated with humans.” 


The assassin’s voice came low behind him. Nihlus didn’t turn, feeling his fringe narrow at the 
assertion. Likely picking up his scent. 


“Your chemical bond to her is quite strong. I could smell your pheromones when you first 
passed by my cell.” 


“T heard you giving the guards quite a bit of trouble,” Nihlus rumbled in return. 


“Indeed. I felt I stood a better chance with a bonded turian pining to return to his mate on my 
side. Figured it was a good time to try.” 


That earned him a glance out of Nihlus’s peripheral. A low, humored click. “Then your odds 
are much better than you think. Our other mate comes with a ship.” 


“Bonded to two turians.” The drell’s voice was likewise humored. Though it took a subtle ear 
to hear. “Quite the odds indeed. Her people’s gods must favor her.” 


Jane’s pleasant little trill came behind him. Making it impossible not to answer with a purr. 
“You can just call him Archangel,” she replied wryly. 


Vakarian’s sister made a sudden whine. “Garrus?” Her blue eyes darted to Jane, still 
shouldering the human young, cradled in her arms. 


He saw the swift rise of Jane’s sharp eyebrow. Likely confused by the hurt in her voice. Then, 
realizing a moment later. 


“Yeah.” 


Almost soft. Jane was good at that. At being careful with people. She was kind when it 
mattered. As hard and as fiery as she could be. Two things he loved about her madly. 


Vakarian’s sister gave a light huff. “I didn’t know he...that you guys had...” her blue eyes 
quickly fleeted away to the dark stairwell in front of them. “He didn’t tell me.” 


The keen in her voice was more prominent that time. Something Nihlus knew most turians 
would hope no one heard. Neither had time to answer before the sound of gunfire hit the wall 
behind them. 


The landing to the stairwell was just a few paces twelve o’clock. They must’ve heard them 
coming. The only part of that which surprised him was how few soldiers were waiting for 


them on the top floor. 


Jane pulled both pups against the wall as Nihlus crouched for a better vantage point. 


“There are six,” he said steadily. Answered by the drell’s low, “So few. It seems they are 
short on man power.” 


“T don’t like this,” Jane agreed. “Something’s off.” 


Nihlus scanned the platform with a low growl. “I can smell fuel. There’s a locked door on the 
other side. Likely leading to a loading bay.” 


Jane made a hushed growl of her own. “He’s going to run. We have to follow. Now.” She 
leaned forward, renewing the rapid hail of gunfire against the far wall. He heard Solana 
whine. Jane ducked her head to look back at the pup. 


“Stay behind me and move quick. We can’t stay here or they’II pin us. Ready?” 


Solana’s gaze darted to the doorway ahead of them. “I...” a stumble over her words, 
hesitating. “I’m scared.” 


Nihlus shot her a glance. He could see the asari watching his mate closely. Studying her with 
a look that made him bristle. Made that baser part of his brain now soothed by battle come 
back into sharp focus. His chest heated with a low growl. A warning sound. One that had her 
dark eyes shooting to him. 


“T won’t let anything bad happen to you.” Jane’s voice dipped. Looking at no one but Solana. 
“My shields won’t let anything touch either of you. You’re safe with me.” Her gaze was 
deadly, searching Solana’s with a sharp look of conviction. 


They were closing in. Pulling Nihlus’s attention back to the front. “Jane...” 
“T got it,” she said. “Let’s go.” 


Nihlus needed no other command. He stood in a fluid motion, loading the chamber on his 
gun. Her shield was in front of him before he could advance. She stayed close, letting him 
lead as they pushed forward toward the door. 


The drell behind them tapped out two with a double shot before the soldiers could even fire. 
Nihlus his another with a clean shot through the helmet. An easy kill. The other three had 
taken up a tactical position to protect the door. Whatever was on the other side, it must’ve 
been valuable. 


“Their position is guarded. We need to flank!” Nihlus said. 
“Incoming explosive!” 


The asari’s voice gripped his attention. He saw the grenade hit the ground at Jane’s feet. 
Sending a wild spear of panic through him. Only to watch her send it back, wrapped in her 
shield, sending a rolling ball of fire straight toward the last of the soldiers near the door. 


The force of the explosion coupled with the strength of her biotics shook the platform. It send 
them scattering, Nihlus landing hard on his back near the stairwell in an instant. He snarled, 


clawing to roll onto his side as he saw the asari scramble to her feet. Toward a pistol on the 
floor between herself and... 


Nihlus had his sights up in a second. Her hand nearly made it to the gun before the drell said 
her name. 


“That would not be wise.” 
As if it was nothing but a simple observation. And it was. 


The asari made a surprisingly human sound. Eyes darting to the assassin. Then straight onto 
Nihlus. 


“T was not planning to—” 


“Spare me,” Nihlus growled. The platform was silent now. He shouldered his rifle and came 
to help Jane to her feet. “If you want to help, you can take point.” 


He wouldn’t turn his back on the asari again. Jane’s hand squeezed his when she stood. His 
hand came to cup the back of her head as he spared her a detailed once over. 


“Okay, Jane?” he rumbled low, just between them. 
“Tm alright,” she assured. 


The keycard he’d swiped was successful in opening the door on the other side of the 
platform. The room inside was dark. Though, he could tell from the scent in the air, the door 
beyond led to a ship dock. 


The room they were in now seemed to be some sort of armory. Stocked with neatly displayed 
clothing and firearms, and— 


“What the fuck.” 


Jane’s voice pulled his attention. She was moving slowly toward a display in the far corner. 
An armor rack equipped with a familiar set of dark armor, and an omni-tool strapped to the 
displays metal arm. 


“This is my stuff.” 


The way she glanced beyond the rack told him she wasn’t simply referencing the display. Her 
hand went to a set of civilian clothes folded on a small table beside it, hovering a moment 
before reaching to touch it. “I... was wearing this...when...” 


The deep red stain on the front told Nihlus all he needed to know. He moved closer to her as 
she paced the length of displays. Taking in the artifacts set carefully in place. Not a display, 
Nihlus knew now. A shrine. 


Jane reached swiftly to a small piece of metal lying near her folded clothes. 


“This is my old omni-tool,” she said softly. 


There was a spike of something in the air. A scent of hurt. Nihlus trilled to her quietly, 
standing close behind. She held the thing in another moment of silence before moving her 
thumb over the log in. The effort wasn’t genuine. But the light came on nonetheless. Making 
her exhale in a rush of disbelief. 


“Why does he have all of this?’ 


“He spoke often to me of a woman who possessed power I believed to be only myth.” The 

drell spoke quietly behind them. “He had told me I was meant to be a sacrifice to her. I did 

not know at the time that woman was you. He holds you in high reverence. Look at how he 
runs. Perhaps he even fears you.” 


“It’s sick,” Solana’s voice was hard. Full of conviction. 


He watched Jane scroll through several files on the tool in front of her. Stopping over one, 
thumb hesitating briefly before she selected it. 


A vid cropped up. It was old, by the look of it. Though the woman on the holo... 
“There s my girl.” 


A voice flooded the dark. It took him a moment to realize the human pup on screen must’ ve 
been Jane. Small enough her steps were a struggle as she moved toward the woman sitting 
cross legged on the floor, hands out to encourage her forward. 


“Such a brave girl.” 


“Who is that?” Solana asked, peering curiously as Jane stared distantly at the holo in front of 
her. 


“My mother,” Jane said. 
Hannah. 


He’d heard Saren say the name before. More than once. Seeing her now made something in 
his chest split open. Nihlus wrapped his hand around hers as Jane swiftly closed the vid. 


“Take it,” he encouraged her softly. 


She turned her face up to him in the dark. There was a low boom beyond the far door. His 
eyes darted toward it. Breathing in the scent on the air. 


“He’s close,” he rumbled. 


Jane reached to pull her armor off the dummy. The dress she wore was painfully tight enough 
to fit beneath the jumpsuit as she quickly put it on. Followed by the swift slap of her omni- 
tool. 


“Comms are jammed.” Of course they were. She ducked her head to look back at the door 
with a swift jerk of her zipper, covering her throat. “Let’s move. Time to end this.” 


The outer door had no lock. The second it opened there was another boom—followed by a 
quick plume of smoke, swarming the platform, making it impossible to see. Any scent on the 
air was rapidly choked out by the rising smell of ash and fire. 


“Hostiles in the area,” Jane barked. 

“Who’s firing?” 

Another boom. The frantic sound of a human scream. 
“Something has breached the dock. Goddess, what is—” 


Something was thrown. It wasn’t until it landed that Nihlus saw it was a human. That there 
was no flare of biotics to accompany the soldier as they hit the platform, struggled, only to 
take two shots to the throat—one to bleed, one to kill. A quick but painful death. A sadistic 
shot. 


“T see him!” 


Nihlus followed Jane’s gesture toward the back of the platform. The illusive man was 
running. Trying to make it to the loading area. He must’ve had a ship docked and waiting. 


Though he wasn’t fast enough to reach it. 


Nihlus raised his sights. Only a second behind the sharp fire of a rifle. The sudden mist of 
blood as the bullet struck the man low. Deep red soaked both of his knees as he crumbled. 


A critical hit. A double tap with a single, vicious shot. A snipers aim. 
He couldn’t run, then. He had no where left to go. 


Not with those Vakarian blue eyes on him, Archangel appearing like a spirit through the 
smoke, gun hung at his side with his deadly talon on the trigger. 


A damn fine sight. 


Jane ran toward him. Followed quickly by Solana. He heard the illusive man struggle to drag 
himself away. Only to be flipped with a snarl by Vakarian’s boot. 


The humans strange, unnatural eyes lifted to him. He choked on a laugh. “You missed,” the 
man croaked. 


Garrus spun his rifle in an easy maneuver, gripping the barrel with a firm hand, clicking once. 
“T never miss.” 


He brought the butt of the rifle down hard against his face. The man didn’t move after that. 


Nihlus was surprised to see several Alliance crew jogging toward them on the platform. 
“Take him to the ship,” Vakarian ordered. “Radio your pilot for airstrike.” 
It was that scout, Alenko, who answered him. “Affirmative.” 


He saw the mans dark eyes dart to Shepard quickly before he and his team came to drag the 
illusive man away. 


“Garrus!” 
Solana was still running toward him, cradling the pup in her arms. 


Garrus turned to her when she said his name. His fringe was narrowed, eyes sharp and 
constricted, a deadly look on the turian. Solana came to a sudden stop just outside of his 
reach. Something Vakarian didn’t seem to miss. 


His fringe relaxed the moment Shepard was in his sights. 
“Spirits, Jane!” 


The relief in his voice was palpable when he reached for her. She let him haul her in, burying 
his face in her hair, cradling her head with gentle talons. 


“Don’t ever do that again.” 


He was purring, a sound that grew louder when Nihlus moved in to grip Garrus by the bicep, 
pulling both of them to his chest in an instant. 


“T lost sight of you, Vakarian.” 


He’d been watching Garrus on the field, the pup shouldering his gun in a way that showed 
the muscle in his arm, the narrow shape of his waist, just before the thresher maw hit. The 
second it did...gone. 


There wasn’t a word for the feeling he’d felt then. 

“Tm alright, Kryik,” Garrus rumbled. Scenting his stress on the air. 

“Now that you’re here, anyway.” 

His eyes went back to his sister, now standing behind them as she studied Garrus. Uncertain. 
“Human!” 


The approaching voice gripped Nihlus like a hand on the back of his neck. Jane turned to face 
Saren when he snarled to her. 


“We are done here. Do not linger. We will speak on the ship.” 


His words were sharp. Though not as punishing as they could've been. Leaving Nihlus with 
the lasting impression the turian was pleased with her. 


As he should’ve been. Nihlus certainly was. Jane had done well. Both of his mates had. 


“Come on,” Nihlus leaned in to skim his cheek along Vakarian’s before taking Jane by the 
hand. 


“T want this collar off.” 
He could smell need on Vakarian from a mile away. The pup had just spent the last 48 hours 
apart from their female. And the ache Nihlus felt from the collar on his neck was close to 


driving him mad. 


“We have things to take care of.” 
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Saren was relentless. 


From the moment they’d stepped on to the ship, he hadn’t let her leave his side. Nihlus was 
on edge. So was Garrus. The subtle clicks and growls that passed between them told her they 
wanted nothing but to get her alone together. Each of them needed it. There was no missing 
the way they watched her. The way Garrus hung close, as if to lure her with the ever climbing 
heat of his body, coupled with Nihlus’s subtle posturing made it obvious to her. 


Perhaps even to Saren. Though he didn’t seem to care. In fact, it seemed to spur him more. 


The crew had taken the illusive man to the armory the second they were on board. Garrus had 
been able to swiftly remove her collar with his omni-tool. Though Nihlus’s required the help 
of the doctor—something he said he would tend to later, once Solana and the kid had a 
chance to be examined. 


Nihlus closed in behind her. Hand finding her waist as he’d leaned in, purring wordlessly in 
her ear, a gesture that earned Alenko’s attention beside them. Before Garrus could close in on 
her other side and careen them away to the bunks, Saren had snarled. She felt his firm hand 
seize the back of her neck and pull her to him. 


“You are not to leave my side until this is finished,” he said, voice bristled, keeping her in his 
grasp as Nihlus turned to face him with a hiss. 


“Spare me,” Saren snarled. “We are within striking range of the facility. Our next decision 
requires Shepard’s direct orders.” 


Saren moved to stand between the pair of them and herself, forcing her to walk up the ramp 
instead of following them down the hall. 


“Archangel has poised both his and the Alliance vessel to fire at the station. We cannot risk 
any Cerberus operatives escaping. The blast will be large enough to swallow the surrounding 
ship. Survival rate will be zero.” 


Saren stayed behind her as he moved them toward the control panel. 
“Both crews await your word.” 


Jane felt a sinking feeling as she glanced down at the radar. “Are there other civilians on 
board the station?” 


Saren clicked. “We performed a sweep upon our initial breach and found none others in the 
remaining cells. I anticipate Harper had planned to bring captives from the Citadel after he 
staged an attack.” 


“Lucky,” Jane said. 
“For now.” 
“T wasn’t aware the Citadel was under attack.” 


She felt the movement of Saren’s chest as he took in a low breath. “Cerberus has failed on its 
initial front. If we strike, they will be shattered. The syndicate must fall, Shepard.” His voice 
dropped, something quieter, as if he meant only to speak to her. “And when history tells of 
how, it will be with your name as the victor.” 


Jane turned to look at him in the dark. His razor mandibles hung sharp along the line of his 
jaw, matching the steel color of his eyes, trained ahead of her on the screen. Though he didn’t 
have to look at her. Didn’t have to say anything more for her to understand. 


All of this. Everything. He’d done it for her. 
He was giving her a gift. 


She studied his face until he seemed to be aware of it for himself. Causing the sudden pulse 
of his pupils in the light of the screens. 


“On your word, Shepard.” 


The sharp edge to his voice wasn’t present when he spoke. Only a stillness. A firmness he 
seemed to only ever give to her. 


She didn’t thank him. He wouldn’t hear it if she did. Instead she stood away from the control 
panel, straightening her shoulders, taking that posture he’d taught her to, hearing a sound 
behind her when she did. A sound that didn’t come from Nihlus, nor Garrus, standing just 
beside her. Deep and rough in a way that told her he had not made the sound in some time. 
Short but soft. A purr. 


“Alenko.” 

Boots trailed the ramp beside her. “Shepard.” Eager and ready for command. 

“Ts your artillery prepped to strike?” 

“Affirmative.” 

“As are we, Shepard,” Garrus’s voice dropped low as he leaned in over the control panel. 


She didn’t look away from the radar. From those two small dots floating through empty 
space. 


“Good,” she said. “Give it everything you’ve got.” 


Garrus didn’t hesitate. He made a hard growl as he hit the key. Alenko gave an order over his 
comms. She heard the sound of more footsteps approach as others came to gaze out through 


the front of the ship. 


The vessel made a lurching maneuver. There was a jolt. A soft gasp from Solana on the edge 
of the ramp. Followed by the blazing tail of a projectile. A big one. 


Jane looked back at her. At the kid still in her arms, head resting on her shoulder as she 
watched the missile release. 


“Come here,” Jane said. 


The girl’s dark eyes moved to her. Solana cocked her head, shooting a quick glance at Garrus 
before carrying her closer to the control panel. 


The kid was light, easy to hold. Her tired eyes stayed on Jane until she moved to set her on an 
empty space on the dashboard. Jane stood behind her to keep her steady. 


“Look,” Jane said softly. 


The girl sat forward weakly on her knees, watching as the missile made a line for the heart of 
the station. The countdown on the radar began to beep. 


“Three seconds to impact.” 


Nihlus’s voice was soft behind her. Talons carding through her hair. The moment the impact 
hit, light flared, washing the kid’s face in a ray of red and gold. All on deck were silent as the 
ship continued to retreat. Fire ate through the dark, swallowing the station and the 
surrounding ship in an instant. 

Gone. 


“Well done, Shepard.” 


Saren’s voice was dark and deep. It took her a second to feel the girl gripping her hand. Still 
watching, even as the light began to fade into nothing but a few distant stars. 


“You’re safe now,” Jane told her. 


“We should deal with Harper,” Garrus rumbled. An edge to his voice that told her he was all 
too eager. 


The kid made a panicked sound when she tried to pull away. Clinging to her hand as she 
passed her back to Solana. 


“You should take her to the medbay. The doctor needs to look at both of you.” 
Solana’s blue eyes darted to hers. 


“I’m sure your family will want to hear from you afterward.” 


Nihlus was careful to stay close to her as they retreated down the hall, not letting Saren slip 
between them with Garrus taking point. Several of the Alliance crew stayed behind with the 
asari and her assassin. 


The armory was dark. The three of them filed in, only for her to turn and see Alenko trailing 
in after them before the door could shut. 


Saren snarled at him. An action that earned the dart of Alenko’s dark eyes to Shepard. 
“The Alliance will want to know what he says,” the scout reminded her. 
Jane nodded once. Though Saren rumbled, he didn’t argue. 


She turned to face the shape of the illusive man in the dark. They’d cuffed him to the rifle 
rack. He didn’t move when Jane came to stand in front of him. Only gazed up at her with 
something close to amusement on his face. Making her hand curl to a fist at her side. 


“You’ve lost,” she told him. “Your station, your ship, they’re destroyed. Your attack on the 
Citadel won’t succeed. And you have nowhere to hide.” 


The man held her gaze without flinching. 


“You have no idea what you’ve just done. Did I not tell you, Shepard? What I am doing is far 
beyond your comprehension.” His eyes took an edge. “This is nothing but a momentary 
setback. My ship is but one of its kind. We will succeed.” 


We. As if he is speaking for more than just himself. 


“And yet you reek of nothing but fear,” Saren’s voice was a low rumble behind her. “Is it 
failure you’re afraid of—or is it Shepard herself?” 


The illusive man didn’t look at him when he spoke. “Tell your dogs I don’t speak to anyone 
but you. I have told you my piece, Shepard. Together we will—” 


There was a snarl. The sound of boots on the floor. Garrus grabbed the man by the neck and 
lifted him like it was nothing. The cuff on his wrist bend his arm back at an harsh angle the 
second Garrus shoved the man against the wall with force. 


“There is no we.” His voice was poised, dangerously low. Filled with rage. His blue eyes 
tracked the man in front of him, letting his feet dangle as his talons squeezed tighter, making 
the muscle on his arm jump. “I have a different proposition for you, human. Look at her 
again and I'll take your eyes as a nice little decorative piece for my control panel. Right now 
you’re looking at a quick death. But if you want to drag that out, it can certainly be 
arranged.” 


The man couldn’t breathe. It took her a moment to realize, until his lips took on a blue hue, 
and his feet began to kick against the wall behind him. 


“Look at him struggle, Shepard. No matter how many soldiers, how much ammunition he 
may have, he will die as he lived—a coward.” 


Saren’s voice was hot and low in her ear. The illusive man made a horrible gasping sound as 
Garrus dropped him back onto the floor. Nihlus moved to stand in front of her, blocking Jane 
from the man’s view. 


“You told Shepard you were working for someone,” his voice was lethally still. “Who?” 
The man made a rasping sound. A pained laugh. “Not who, dog. The question 1s what?” 


Jane saw Nihlus’s sharp talons unfurl from a fist at his side. His shoulders eased back, 
displaying his size as he stood over the man on the floor. An aggressive posture. A threat. 


“Jane.” 


Garrus called her name. Pulling her attention to his blue gaze—only a half second before she 
sensed Nihlus cock his hand back with a brutal swipe of his talons, sending something wet to 
splatter the floor. Distracting her from the sight. 


“Answer the question,” Nihlus said. Still that same, dark, even tone. Bone chillingly cold. 


His talons were gleaming and dripping with something slick at his side. The illusive man 
made another pained sound. This one more frantic. 


“You weren’t...” a struggled breath, “You weren’t supposed to be able to fight the collar. I 
had thought—” 


“You underestimated them,” Jane cut in. She didn’t step around Nihlus—letting him guard 
her. Knowing he needed it just as much as she did. “All of them. That’s the problem with 
people like you,” she said. “You think everyone else thinks like you do. You always seem to 
forget that the world isn’t separate. That people, no matter what they are, want to be together. 
And together is always stronger than alone.” 


She could hear his ragged panting in the dark. The harsh sound of his cuff sliding on the rifle 
rack as he must’ve sat forward. 


“And that’s why.” His words came frantic, louder. “That’s why, Shepard! It was supposed to 
be me and you this time. Together, we would be stronger. Together—they would win.” 


There was the hard impact of a boot as Nihlus kicked him back against the wall. 
“Who?” Garrus snarled. 


They were closing in around him like a pack of wolves in the dark. She threw a sideways 
glance at Alenko standing eerily still against the side wall. His face was pale, eyes wide, 
staring at the illusive man, visible from where he stood. 


“Even if I told you, you wouldn’t understand.” There was a wheezing sound as Nihlus 
must’ve pushed in harder with his boot. “They’re greater—” a gasp—“Far greater than any of 
us. Than all of us combined. They understand life, the universe, in ways we can only dream. 
And they have chosen humanity for their cause. You only want to stop us out of fear...out of 
fear of...of what we will become.” 


It was madness. What he was saying meant nothing to Jane. Just rambling, she thought for 
certain. Something was wrong with him. That much was clear. She saw Nihlus’s hand cock 
back and swipe up again in a vicious movement, though Garrus now blocked her view. 
Something wet rained across the metal floor. Blood. 


“You're losing my patience. You said they wanted her. Why?” Nihlus demanded. 
She heard the illusive man spit at his feet, coughing on what she knew was blood. 


“They know...they have seen it all. They have seen every way it can go. Every ending of 
every...every possible battle. It’s always her. No matter what—no matter the odds. It never 
changes. This was supposed to be the one. The way...the...the one where they win. They 
have to have her.” 


Nihlus paced sideways. Giving Saren room to move in front of him. 


“And yet they never will. A fact you know,” Saren rumbled, exacting and heated. “I can 
smell your fear of it.” 


“And they can smell yours, Spectre Arterius. You’ve seen it for yourself.” The man panted. 
Followed by the rattle of his metal cuff. “You were never supposed to live. You failed them 
once. They couldn’t have you in the way again. You were...meant to bleed. That woman was 
never supposed to save you. She was supposed to let you die.” 


“Whoever they are, it sounds like they don’t know human’s very well,” Alenko’s voice came 
from beside her. “We’re pack animals. We survive because we work together.” 


There was a shift as he must’ve turned his head to look at the scout. “Isn’t it funny? How 
even one small thing seems to change everything else. But it’s always that, isn’t it? It’s 
always that...that... they can’t seem to figure out...figure out how to...” 


“Enough.” Garrus snarled, reigning the man by the head and bringing it back against the wall 
with startling force. ““Whoever they are, whatever they are, if they want Shepard, they can 
come and get her. Sounds to me like that always seems to be their last mistake.” 


Nihlus made a low growl. “We’ll make certain it is.” 


“Your friends don’t seem to have a very good reputation for winning,” Jane said, shifting to 
stand between Nihlus and Saren. The man’s face was half unrecognizable. Slashed in deep, 
bloody grooves, left behind by Nihlus’s talons. “Maybe they should tuck tail and run while 
they still can. A shame you picked the losing side.” 


“We have not lost! I can still...there is still time...as long as you—" 


“There is no more time,” Saren’s hard snarl quickly silenced him. “You said there are others 
like Sovereign. What are they?” 


Saren hardly gave him time before sending his fist hard against the man’s jaw. Then again, 
head on. 


“Speak!” 


When he didn’t, Nihlus sent his boot into the man’s gut. He keeled sideways with a manic 
laugh. 


“A vessel. The ships...nothing but a vessel. Too many for you...any of you...to ever fight 
off.” 


A moment of quiet came. She heard Saren rumble. A building sound. Like boiling fire. 
“And yet even then, you admit they fail. Every time.” 


The illusive man was suddenly quiet. Gazing up at Saren with one eye swollen shut. She 
heard Saren click as he cocked his head. The low whoosh of air as his massive chest rose 
with an inhale. 


“T was wrong,” his voice was deep. Considering something. “You don’t fear the human. They 
do.” 


“According to you, whatever they are, they plan to stage an invasion. And they need to use 
Shepard to destabilize the galaxies,” Nihlus lifted his head, somehow making him taller in the 
shadows. Giving a glimpse of his throat. A provoking posture. “Though the plan only seems 
to work if she is with you.” His green eyes zeroed in. A predator on its prey. “It sounds to me 
like the solution is simple.” 


She could see it in the sudden torque of his bicep. The unfurl of his talons, perfectly level 
now with his throat. A dead aim. One to kill. 


The second Jane turned to look at Nihlus she heard the illusive man lurch forward. 
“Tt’s not too late, Shepard. We can still—” 


He reached for her. An action she didn’t get the chance to truly feel, only the ghost of his 
fingertips brushing her arm, before something, someone else, caught his hand. Gripped it 
tight. Stopping him a half breath before he could touch her. 


Saren’s talons unfurled around the man’s wrist. His silver eyes were sharp and honed in on 
him—nothing but him, holding the hand that had nearly touched her. 


She knew what he was about to do. 
“Jane, you will leave this room. Now.” 


Saren’s voice was dangerously low. Calm in a way she’d never heard before. She saw the 
flash of his teeth as he growled. 


“Now. 29 


Jane took a half step back. Shot a look at Alenko. All three turians were looking at nothing 
but the man in front of them. The door whirred as she backed through it. Still close enough 


the moment it shut to hear them. Saren’s low snarl. The pop of something like bone, followed 
by the shower of something wet, and the frantic scream as a low thud hit the floor. Light 
enough she thought it might have only been his hand. 


The one that had tried to touch her. 


Once it happened, it was like a frenzy. An eruption of sounds, of growls and feral, rapid 
clicks as they tore more of him, his screams continuing until they all at once fell silent, and 
the sound of the door whirred open in front of her. 


Jane saw Alenko run through, face pale. His dark eyes searched the area before finding the 
first trashcan he could to keel over and vomit into. 


Several of Garrus’s crew passed by like it was nothing. Giving her a quiet, respectful, 
“Scorpio”, as they continued their duties. 


“Jesus, Alenko. You okay?” One of the Alliance crew, Jenkins, moved in to help him. 
The rest hung back, looking from him to Jane in silence. 


“Get to the bunks,” Jane ordered quickly. She didn’t want anyone standing there when the 
three of them emerged. It wouldn’t help anything. “I want all of you sharp when we make it 
back to the Citadel.” 


None of them argued, saluting as they moved swiftly down the hall, leaving her with Alenko. 
Jane turned to look back at the mess area. Searching for a cup. 


“Tm alright.” 
Alenko’s hoarse voice came from behind her. 
“Bullshit. ’m getting us both a drink.” 


She couldn’t find cups. Though she found a bottle of something that smelled like alcohol 
from the cupboard beneath the food prep station. Alenko swiped at his mouth and came over 
to the table to down the first drink eagerly. 


“How the hell do you do it?” he asked, passing her the bottle, which she sipped from, feeling 
instant warmth grip her head. “Don’t they scare you?” 


Jane scoffed over the lip of the bottle as she took another swig. “You just stood and listened 
to a plot by an unknown enemy to invade the galaxy, and you’re more scared of a few 
turians?” she asked. 


Alenko seemed to drink in the image of her smiling, as vague as it was. “Fair enough.” 


The words were light. A little distracted. Jane scoffed again and shoved the bottle back into 
his chest. There was a moment of silence between them as he took another drink. 


“T know they’d never hurt me,” she said quietly, gazing back at the door. “They do so much 
for me. All the time. Sometimes I think it’s unfair. Like I don’t do enough.” 


Alenko frowned. “Didn’t you just run head first into the back of a Cerberus ship for one of 
them?” he said. “I’ve seen you fight, Shepard. You fight hard. You don’t shield yourself, 
either. I’ve noticed it. On the vids. You’re always busy shielding someone else.” 


Jane lowered the bottle to look up at Alenko. Caught off guard by his words. 


“Maybe that’s how it’s supposed to be. They watch out for you—so you can watch out for the 
rest of us.” 


She studied him until vague color rose in his cheeks. He turned quickly away from her then. 
“Pll bunk down with the rest of the crew. We’ll be ready on your word, Shepard.” 


She watched him disappear down the hall without a word. A moment later she followed, 
diverting right to the medbay to check on Solana and the kid—both of who were fast asleep 
on the cots. The doctor was working quietly over a datapad when she entered. 


“Ah, perfect. Scorpio. Examination overdue. Sit.” 


The words seemed intentionally firm. By now the doctor seemed familiar with her habit of 
dodging checkups. 


She hesitated a moment before taking a seat on the bed closest to the door. The doctor didn’t 
look up at her as he came. 


“Patient portal gave some quite interesting lab results. As I told Spectre Kryik, turians very 
adept at attracting a mate. Your blood screens show immune system is adapting to turian 
biology. Pheremones, amino acids, bonding chemicals. Fascinating research. It seems your 
species is able to bond. May soon be able to share food. Likely even procreate.” 


Her eyes darted up to the doctor from his datapad. “I’m sorry?” 


“Human has no purpose to apologize. Or are you confused by the term procreate? Would be 
fascinating to see which features of each species are dominant and recessive.” He keyed 
something that did a quick scan of her body, and he reached for a medigel pen on the cart 
beside the bed. “Do you require something for chaffing?” 


Her fingers tightened on the edge of the cot as heat crept up her face. “Jesus.” 


“Can prescribe ointment if desired. Archangel comments quite often that you are soft. Would 
be happy to assist.” 


His dark eyes went to her. So matter of fact. Jane said nothing, took the medigel from his 
hand and jumped down from the bed, unable to leave the medbay fast enough. 


“T will make a follow up appointment for you at the hospital once we land. You should be 
monitored until the foreign proteins in your lab can be identified.” 


She could remember Doctor Chakwas words on the Alliance ship. 
“Your body is adapting to something.... Though the proteins do not appear to be harmful.” 


Jane had been scared then. She’d thought something must have been wrong with her. 
Something from the years she’d spent, passed between batarian ships. Instead—it wasn’t. 
Instead it was something...good. 


She saw no sign of the assassin as she made her way to the bunks. The room was quiet. Most 
were already asleep, only a few stirring restlessly as she climbed into her own bunk against 
the wall. 


She wasn’t sure how long she waited for them. She imagined they were cleaning up... 
whatever was left of the illustve man. Though the longer she sat, rested back against the wall, 
legs to her chest as she gazed out at the endless stars, the heavier her eyes grew. Until soon 
her mind faded into a single, drifting thought. 


Happy. 

She was happy. 

2K ok 

Saren had sent Nihlus to the medbay. 


They’d worked together cleaning up what was left of Harper before he left. He could see the 
collar on his neck was doing something to Kryik. He needed it off, and needed the doctor’s 
help in doing it. 


Garrus watched his mate leave with a flicker of worry before turning back to the remains now 
waiting to be pressed into the trash incinerator. The only place they belonged. 


He had never...never done something like that before. It almost worried him how easily the 
instinct had taken over. Even easier with Jane in the room. The smell of blood, her blood, on 
his hands. 


Garrus furled his talons into a tight fist. 

“You did what was necessary, pup. Don’t think twice on it.” 

Saren’s voice was firm. Neither looked at each other. 

“He’s crazy, right?” Garrus asked. “What he said. About those... things. It’s just...” 


“No.” Arterius cut him off. “The ship he’d found was dangerous. I was foolish to pursue it 
for myself when I did. There is evidence that it held...influence over those who spent time in 
its proximity. I assure you, the threat is very real.” 


He watched the Spectre pace ahead to gather two of the armor bags they’d used for... 


“The Council will be made aware. Whatever should happen—the galaxy will be prepared.” 


They were silent again after that. Taking the bags down to the incinerator, where they 
discovered the drell and his companion. Saren stayed, insisting, in easily the least friendly 
way possible, that he speak to the asari the assassin kept with him, leaving Garrus to return to 
the main level alone. 


It's taken almost an hour to finish cleaning. He figured by now Nihlus must be done in the 
medbay. Garrus paused briefly outside the door, catching the ghost of his own blood, his 
sister’s scent, making him pause for a warring moment before turning to enter the bunks. 


He wasn’t used to it being so full. Immediately he caught sight of Jane, sound asleep beneath 
the blankets on their bunk. 


He went to her, wanting nothing but to nest down over his mate, to feel her softness and 
warmth pressed against him, curled together, only to stop himself before his talons found 
their way through her hair. 


They were bloody. Most of him was. 


Garrus backed away from the bunk. Overcome by the sudden urge to scrub his scales. He 
could hear the showers were on when he reached the door. Only to realize the lock was 
engaged when he tried it. 


Feeling a flutter of panic, Garrus quickly keyed an override and slid the door open manually, 
leaving it to shut quickly behind him. 


Only one set of lights had been turned on. Leaving the sight of him dim as he stood beneath 
the heavy steam. Though the smell of him was immediate. 


“Kryik.” 


Nihlus made a low pant. His talons arched on the tile, hand braced against the wall in front of 
him. He didn’t turn. 


“You should be with Jane.” 


His voice was a deep rasp. Garrus gave him a low trill. Feeling his chest warm with an 
inhale. Taking in that gripping, dark scent... 


“You’re in need.” 

There was a medigel bandage on the back of his neck where part of the collar had dug in. 
Nihlus made another soft pant, leaning his forehead against the tile. 

“She’s sleeping well. I won’t wake her.” 


“No,” Garrus agreed. He came closer to Kryik, joining him under the steady stream of hot 
water. His hand moved to the narrow muscle of his waist. “Let me help you.” 


Nihlus huffed as Garrus let his talons skate down the Spectre’s stomach. Feeling it flex 
beneath his hand. Wandering lower to find his already waiting cock. It was hot to the touch, 
heavy as he ran his grip down its length, making Nihlus purr, that dark, lethal sound of a male 
in need. 


It made his plates ache. Something Nihlus scented, and reached back to feel, to cup his hand 
between his legs and... 


Garrus trilled. Snatched Kryik’s hand and slammed it back against the wall in front of him. 
“Not this time, Kryik. It’s my turn to take care of you.” 


He watched Nihlus’s talons arch. Heard him keen, seed dripping from his cock as Garrus 
continued to stroke. 


“Brat,” he rasped. 


Garrus purred low against the side of his neck. Letting his teeth race across those perfect, 
dark scales. “You like it,” he trilled. 


The flex of his cock in his hand as Nihlus began to rut into it, told him exactly that. The lurid 
growl he made forced Garrus to spill from his plates. Damn him, he was too good. 


“T can smell your need, pup, don’t lie,” Nihlus hissed. 


Garrus tightened his grip a little, watching the Spectre’s bicep flex as his talons furled to a fist 
on the slick tile. 


“Aren’t you always telling me I need to learn control?” Garrus teased. He did nothing to hide 
his own erection, ruting along the back of Kryik’s thigh. “I’m only following orders, 
Spectre.” 


Nihlus trilled at the sound of his low, rumbling voice, breath heated on his neck. 

“Our female is soft, Kryik. She needs us to be gentle. So tight for us...so warm...so wet.” 
His grip cinched, making Nihlus snarl. He bucked into Garrus’s hand with more fervor. 
“Fuck...Garrus...” 


His voice was deep and drowned by his subvocals. Garrus raked his talons forward across the 
Spectre’s hip, feeling the slick, heated surface of his scales, the movement of his muscle as 
Nihlus shoved away from the wall, pressing back into his chest, still fucking into his hand. 


His head fell back against his shoulder with a lurid growl, bearing his throat. His mandibles 
were slack. Green eyes hazy with need. 


He could scent it. Strong on the air. A male at the peak of his rut. His cock was full and heavy 
in his hand. He needed this. He needed her. But both were far too dutiful to wake her when 
she was sleeping. 


Garrus would take care of him. 


“You breed her well, Nihlus.” He nuzzled the side of his face, skating his mouth along the 
skull markings that followed his jaw. 


“Your cock is full for her.” He ran his hand down to the head of his throbbing erection, 
feeling the slick ribbon of his seed already dripping free. “Your body knows how much our 
female demands. She cries to be filled by you the moment you breach her. She wants all of it, 
Kryik. And you—” 


Nihlus arched against him. The only warning he got before the deadly Spectre gripped his 
forearm, threw Garrus forward against the wall, back to the tile, and caged one arm beside 
him with a hard growl. His other hand when to grip Garrus by the cock before he could stop 
him. Bringing his own aching need sharply into focus. 


Nihlus made a low huff. Without missing a beat his mate began to stroke him, running his 
ribbed length against Garrus's, fucking against his aching erection with long, deep thrusts. 
The feeling was electric. Making him snarl in pleasure. 


Garrus felt him press his forehead to the scarred side of his face. His breath was hot, smelling 
sweetly like him, his mate, and Garrus couldn’t ignore the way Nihlus ran his hand up the 
length of Garrus's bicep, as if to admire the muscle. 


Nihlus was close. He could feel it in the way his cock flexed, grew firmer, heavier against his 
own, running his slickness against him. Mingling their scent like he was marking him. 


He heard Nihlus make a low series of slow clicks. A lewd sound. Wordless. But one he 
understood all the same. Mine. 


It sent heat through him Garrus couldn’t contain. He keened, head falling back as he felt 
warmth spill in ropes across his narrow stomach. Nihlus only huffed when he came. Letting 
his seed drip down Garrus’s abdomen. A feeling, a scent, that made his thoughts slip. Made 
his mind grow hazy. Hardly aware of the sudden rush of cold air as the door to the showers 
slid open. 


His gaze shifted to it. Thoughts lost completely the second he saw their female standing in 
the steam. 


“Jane.” He whined. Lifting his chin to bare his throat to her, to lure her, beg her closer. He 
couldn’t stop the lurid movement of his body. Fucking into Kryik’s commanding grip as his 
mate’s cock continued to thrust against his own. 


Their female’s green eyes roamed both of them. Taking in the scene. Nihlus still lost in the 
immediate throes of his rut, sweltering chest pressed to his with every huffing breath. 


Garrus snarled the moment her many-fingered hand went to the zipper of her jumpsuit. The 
sight of her naked throat made him ache. Nihlus withdrew enough to turn. To follow the 
sudden scent of their mate. Only for Jane to nod at him, holding Garrus’s gaze. 


“Hold him,” Jane said quietly. 
A command. From his female, no less. One he would follow immediately. Always. 


He gripped Nihlus by the waist and turned him. The moment the Spectre laid eyes on her he 
nearly lost himself. He arched—bucked once, gripping his forearm like he might claw to get 
to her. To take her, kneel her down beneath him and mount himself inside of her the way his 
body demanded. But Garrus held tight. Keeping his arm cinched around the narrow muscle of 
his waist. 


Their female’s clothes made a soft rustle as she left them on the floor. Giving them both full 
view of her soft, warm body, ready to be pleased by them. 


Jane studied Nihlus with a second of hesitation. Almost like caution. Causing Nihlus to fall 
still—to stop his fighting and give her a low, appeasing trill. An inviting purr. 


“Female.” 
Nihlus’s voice was a dry, deep rasp. Luring her closer. 


The mounting scent of her need began to swirl on the dense steam. Making his heart pound. 
His scales climb higher in heat. She moved in closer. 


“Hold him well,” she said. 


Curiosity broke some of the haze as Jane came to stand in front of Nihlus, still purring for 
her, his broad shoulders easing back to display his height, the muscle of his chest and 
stomach, trilling when her eyes lowered to his still dripping erection. 


It jumped at her touch the second she took it into her hand. When she lowered herself down 
to it, Garrus cocked his head in confusion. 


She was small enough she only had to bend at the waist. He only had an instant to see the 
dart of her soft pink tongue race across the slick head of Nihlus’s cock before Kryik lost it. 


He bucked once, spearing himself to hilt between the line of her supple breasts. Still a second 
later as Garrus gained a better grip on his waist. Jane’s eyes darted to Garrus. Still confused, 
he gave her an encouraging little purr. 


Jane moved her hand to grip his length and angle it up, opening her red, warm lips enough 
to... 


There was a brief moment of primal panic as he watched her take Kryik’s cock into her 
mouth. A feeling quickly gone when Nihlus bucked again, fighting Garrus’s grip as he tried 
to thrust himself deeper in. Lost in the need. In his heat. Completely swallowed by his bodies 
instinct to fuck deeper, fuck harder, fill her. 


But Garrus held firm. 


It was mesmerizing. He was too big to breach her fully. But even the amount she did take... 
his mind began to slip as he imagined the feeling. Thought of that fact that she could taste 
him...taste of him... 


“T can feel your throat...” Nihlus had gone momentarily slack against him, his weight 
pinning him to the wall as he panted heavily. “Anyone you speak to will scent me on you, 
female...” he made another lurid purr, gripping Garrus’s forearm. “Spirits, you’re like silk. 
Scalding hot...” 


He felt the slow, careful rock of his hips and she let him fuck into her throat at a slower pace. 


Garrus’s eyes roamed down to the subtle bounce of her full breasts as she leaned over. He 
keened as come dripped in a line down Nihlus’s thigh, where his own aching erection was 
pressed, swelling further, so much it hurt. 


His mate’s needing growl pulled his mind back into focus. 
“It’s my turn to take care of you.”’ 


Nihlus was close again. He could scent it, the heavy dark smell of another male, his mate, 
lost to his heat. Garrus kept one arm firmly on his waist, letting his other hand move to stroke 
his stomach. He turned his mouth to Nihlus’s neck. 


“She takes you deep, Nihlus. Look how pretty her throat is with your mark. Now you can 
claim it from the inside.” 


Nihlus huffed. Keen. Rocked a little faster as Jane made a sharp inhale. Garrus watched come 
drip from her chin as Nihlus struggled not to force himself deeper. Her throat flexed with a 
series of swallows. Spirits, she was...she was drinking him. Though the amount he emptied 
into her was more than she could take. Leaving Garrus to keen as he watched his mate’s seed 
run in ribbons down her throat, slicking the top of her full, naked breasts. 


“Spirits, Jane...” 


Nihlus reached to card his talons through her damp hair. “Female.” His voice was a soft rasp, 
beckoning her to him, encouraging her to remove him, so much of him, from her pretty mouth 
to let him bow over her, run his long blue tongue across it to clean the slickness he’d left 
behind. 


Garrus gripped his mate by the waist, pressing his erection further into him in a bid to ease its 
painful ache. Nihlus slid his talons along the back of Jane’s thigh, encouraging it up and over 
his hip, lifting her easily. He turned to bring her between them, still licking her, giving Garrus 
the chance to do the same. 


He let his tongue lull out to lave across the side of her neck. Down toward the supple skin of 
her chest. Unable to stop the movement of his hips that sent his cock to spear up the front of 
her belly. 


Nihlus gripped it before he could stop him. Bringing the head to align with their female, now 
wet and sweet with the scent of her own need. Garrus continued to lap at the dark, maddening 
taste of another male on her skin as Nihlus pushed the head of his cock into her. Both of them 
purring as Garrus began to fuck her with steady rhythm. 


“So good, Jane. You take us so well,” Nihlus praised her, racing his tongue across the front of 
her throat, across Garrus’s, guiding his hand to cup her breast from behind. 


Garrus purred deeper at the feeling. At the way his female gasped, arched against him, 
panting, “Harder”, as her hand clamped over his. 


He bucked into her faster. Growling softly. Feeling Nihlus’s talons dig in to grip him by the 
waist. 


“Listen to how she moans for you,” Nihlus rumbled to him. “Fill her. Her body craves it.” 


He was nearly blinded by the words. Letting his fringe hit the wall behind him as he pushed 
into her deeper. Deep enough to... 


The collapsing, sudden sound of her climax yanked him over the edge in a second. He was 
coming, spilling into her, snarling as Nihlus pushed her down, her legs opening further to 
invite his knot to sink in. To lock them together as his cock throbbed. 


He emptied himself inside of her. Letting Nihlus nudge his face with soft licks. Jane’s hand 
wound under his bicep, gripping his arm to hold him closer. All three of them panting. Sated. 
Together. 

A feeling so right he knew it had to be fate. 


That it was exactly where they belonged. 
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The ship was quiet with the night cycle. 


Nihlus rumbled in his sleep, arm winding a little tighter, holding her closer to his chest. She 
liked the quiet sounds they made. In the dark, unaware, soft, pleasant noises between each 
other, to her, something she found comforting. 


Both of them were out the second they’d crawled into bed with her. 
They were tired. 

So was she. 

Though, she couldn’t seem to fall back to sleep. 


After an hour of lying with them in a tangle of covers she’d given up. Slipping quietly from 
between the pair of them and off the foot of the bunk. Something that stirred neither of them. 


The outer hall was dark. As was the control bay. And the mess area at the base of the ramp. 
Jane paused outside of the armory door as she gazed ahead at the deep shadows. Catching the 
outline half slumped over the table near the food counter. 


It was quiet enough she could hear his breathing. Slow—but not enough to be sleeping. 


He didn’t move when she padded closer. Not lifting his head from his talons when she came 
to stand opposite him across the table. 


“You should be nesting.” 
Jane was silent. Studying him. He rumbled. 
“Neither male will be pleased to wake and find you gone.” 


“Do you see them?” she asked quietly. “In your dreams. Ever since we touched the beacon. 
Do you...” 


Saren hissed. Like he didn’t want her to continue. “Yes,” he said. 


“What do you see?” Jane searched him the dark. His face barely visible as he let his hand fall 
away. 


His talon’s curled into a fist in front of him on the table. “Death,” he rumbled. “Of friends. Of 
people I...people I love... Of myself.” 


Jane frowned. Turned her face away toward the control ramp. The words stung. Bit deep. 
“Me too,” she said softly. “...both of us.” 


Saren made a low growl. She saw the wire muscle of his arm jump as his fist tightened on the 
table. “I will never allow anything like that to happen to you. Not ever.” 


His gunmetal eyes met hers in the dark. Merciless and burning. Filled with conviction, she 
knew now. She could see it. 


“T don’t want you to die.” 


Her words were quiet. Almost a whisper. Meeting his gaze as he tracked her in the shadows. 
Only to watch his eyes leave hers rather quickly. Followed by the whooshing sound of air 
from his massive chest. A huff. A joyless laugh. 


“No one has ever said that to me before.” His voice was rough and deep. “... Thank you.” 


She took a step closer to him at the table. Sitting, he was no shorter than her, his gaze level to 
hers, bringing more of his deadly features into focus. The knife-like edge of his silver 
mandibles. The true color of his face between the smoke-streaked lines that covered his 
plates. Scars, she now knew. Though to any human they would look like nothing but added 
color. Just something to make his stark eyes stand out with a deadly edge. An edge that was 
nowhere to be found as he watched her, just her, like he was unwilling to look away. 


“You look at me so closely without fear.” 


His voice was a low rumble in the dark. Accompanied by the rise of his chest as he must’ve 
sniffed the air. Jane shuffled a step closer to him, brows diving together. 


“T’m not afraid of you,” she said. “You don’t scare me...” 


It was the last thing he was expecting. For her to reach, to feel someone, perhaps anyone, 
touch his face. Making him rumble before he could stop it. 


The air in his chest went still. She saw his eyes sharpen in the dark as he froze. She didn’t 
move when he grabbed her. Letting him seize her hand with a low growl. 


“Shepard.” 
His voice was tight. Holding his breath as he spoke. Like he was fighting the urge to inhale. 


“T...” she saw his bicep jump as his hand squeezed around hers for a silent moment before he 
pulled it away. Though he didn’t let it go. Surprising her further when he turned his face to it. 
Pressing his forehead to her warm palm firmly. “Please...forgive me.” 


Jane studied him in silence. Confused by his stark change. By the way his chest now rose and 
fell quickly. Shallow and rapid. Something she had seen on him more than once. Hurt, she 
now knew. Only in the times when they’d been close. 


“T failed you. I failed her. I tried...so hard...” 


He was struggling. Saren Arterius. The Spectre who would cut through anything, even allies 
that stood in his way. He wasn’t looking at her now. Gripping her hand with sudden urgency. 
Pressing it to his brow with a desperation she recognized. 


“T was weak. I didn’t know. She was a fool to help me. I had not realized...if she had spared 
more of the water for herself—she gave too much! I should’ve bled. Harper was right.” 


There was a flash of his deadly teeth as he winced. A surprisingly human look. A punch to 
the gut, the second she saw it. 


“You would have had her. To protect you. You would never have...” A sharp exhale as his 
voice lowered once again. Breath slowing as he seemed to realize what he’d just been saying. 
“You needed your mother. And I failed you both.” 


His final words were hollow. Releasing her hand so suddenly it fell on its own to the table in 
front of him. Voice filled with a distain she knew was aimed at no one but himself. 


Jane’s eyes were wide as she studied him in the dark. She didn’t move. Even when he 
growled, ducked his head to turn his face away from her. 


Her mother. 


“Return to bed,” Saren snarled quietly. “It is foolish for you to wander the ship alone at this 
hour.” 


Jane looked over her shoulder at the closed door to the bunks. Taking a half step back as she 
turned to glance at him again. Still looking away from her. 


She said nothing when she left. Keeping quiet as she went to the locker she shared with both 
Nihlus and Garrus, stuffed mostly with clothes and a few gadgets Garrus liked to fiddle with 
when he wasn’t busy with her. 


Both turians were hard asleep, tangled together in the sheets when she passed them, unstirred 
by the open and shut of the locker, the soft slide of the door as Jane re-emerged into the hall, 
spotting Saren still hunched over the table, face resting again in his talons. 


Did he plan to sleep like that? 


He growled softly when he sensed her approaching. His silver eyes appeared in the shadows. 
Jane said nothing, coming to stand beside him at the table, glancing down at the slender 
omni-tool in her hand a moment before setting it in front of him on the table. 


His glare diverted to it. Clicking once in annoyance. Tracking her finger closely when she 
moved to swipe through the login and pull up the video already cued. One she’d watched 
now, more than once. 


The sound of her mother’s voice filled the silence. 


“Come here, baby.” 


Her laughter followed. The light of the vid-screen washed Saren’s face in blue color. Making 
his eyes electric. Highlighting the rapid expansion of his pupils. His shoulders dropped, 
followed by a sudden exhale. A punch to the gut. 


“Such a brave girl.” 


His talons moved to grip the edge of the table. Tracking the woman on screen, not missing an 
inch of her, a single second of her face, his chest moving with an ease she had never seen 
before. Like he could breathe for the first time in...she didn’t know. Confirming everything 
in an instant. 


“T love you, baby.” 


The instant the video ended Saren stood. Sending his chair back across the floor quick 
enough to make it topple. Snarling as he gripped the table, hunching over it, reaching swiftly 
to restart it once again. 


Jane watched light flicker across his steel gaze. His face frozen in that look. Like panic and 
confusion all at once. His mouth was parted, showing the razor edge of his teeth, though he 
didn’t speak. 


When it stopped again he didn’t move. Staring down at the paused thumbnail of her mother 
on screen. His easy, deep breath turning tight again in an instant. 


“Saren.” 
He didn’t tear his eyes away. Only acknowledging her with the subtle close of his mouth. 
“Take it,” she told him. “It’s yours.” 


She’d already downloaded the clip on her new tool. Along with a few, random picture she 
had of her and John. Of her old home on Mindoir. All things he could have, if he wanted. 


Saren was still staring at the screen. Unmoving. Not breathing. 


He couldn’t, she realized. Sending a flicker of panic through her that had her reaching down 
to shut off the screen. The second she did it, he caught her hand. Tighter than the first time. 
And she didn’t have a second to look at his face before he did something she was certain he’d 
never done before. 


He yanked her to him. A hard gesture. She felt the strange flex of his wire muscle pressed 
against her back. Holding her against him. Spurring the movement of his chest again. 
Shallow, frantic breaths she could hear when she pressed her face there, catching the wild 
rhythm of his heart. 


He didn’t speak. Neither of them did. She let him hold her there for more than a few minutes. 
Listening to the subtle sound of his panting. Several more minutes passed before she realized 
what he needed. 


Jane pushed away from the table, keeping her arms around his waist as she guided him back 
into the nearest standing chair. He sat without fight. Giving into her easily. Like Nihlus or 
Garrus the moment she’d asked them for anything. Like a bonded male, doing all he could to 
care for his female—or whatever was left of her. 


Jane said nothing as she crawled up into his lap. Keeping her arms around the angle of his 
waist, resting her head on his heart. He was stiff at first. Still stuck in a daze of images and 
sounds. Holding her perhaps painfully tight. 


She didn’t know how long they stayed there. Eventually he began to soften. Reaching one 
hand to stroke his talons through her hair. An action that reminded her how late it must’ve 
been. Making her eyes heavy the longer he did it. Jane felt her head slump forward to rest in 
the well of his chest bone. Lulled into drifting sleep. The last thing she remembered being the 
steady, deep, mesmerizing rhythm of a purr, following her down into her dreams. 


She wasn’t stirred again until much later. Just enough to bring her into the brink of 
awareness. 


She heard the soft slide of a door. The soft ruffle of blankets—followed by a familiar growl. 
“Don’t be a fool. You’ ll wake her.” 


She could feel the reverb of Saren’s deep voice, pressed to her cheek. The heat of his chest 
leaving her, only to be replaced by the warm tangle of sheets. The enveloping smell of Nihlus 
and Garrus moving in around her as she was settled between them. 


She felt the heavy warmth of a bicep sliding to rest over her waist. New talons stroking 
through her hair. Light sniffs and low, soft purrs as both males curled in around her on each 
side. 


“Shepard...” 


Garrus’s voice warmed the back of her neck. Underscored by the hushed sound of footsteps 
passing back through the door. The gentle press of Nihlus’s dry mouth to her forehead, lulling 
her back into sleep. 


It was a peaceful sleep. Easily the best she’d gotten in weeks. When she woke, Nihlus’s 
forehead was pressed to hers, his talons still resting in her hair, even as he slept. Garrus was 
curled over them both, legs tangled with hers. His heavy bicep was draped around her to hold 
them both. 


She lie there awhile in the quiet. Listening to the soft sounds of their breath. They were alone 
in the bunks, now. Bringing a peace she didn’t care to disturb. She was warm here. Too 
comfortable to move. 


It wasn’t long before Nihlus must’ve sensed she was awake. He inhaled, a deep sound, and 
she tilted her face to press her mouth to his. Making him purr. 


“Did you sleep?” he asked, voice low and quiet, trying not to wake the sleeping turian behind 
her. 


“T did. Hard. I feel good,” she assured him, pulling back enough to meet his gaze. 


His purr deepened—a pleased sound. He ducked down to let his nose skate along her jaw 
with a soft sniff. “You smell good.” His voice dropped into something alluring. Something 
that made her face flash hot. 


She scoffed softly, “You always say that”, feeling the corner of her mouth tilt with a smile. 
She lifted her chin to give him more access to her throat when his mouth moved down. 
Causing his body to climb in warmth. His heated tongue moved to lave across his mark with 
a shuttering breath. Only to pull away a second later to meet her gaze. 


“T was worried,” a feeling reflected in his green eyes as they roamed her face. “I shouldn’t 
have let you...swallow so much of me last night.” Even the words seemed to make him a 
little breathless. “I lost control—I could’ve made you sick. It was careless.” 


She felt Garrus’s muscular thigh ride up between her legs. The subtle flex of his chest as he 
sniffed the nape of her neck. Licking over the same spot Nihlus had a moment ago. 


“T’m alright,” she assured him. Her hand went to take his over the side of her face. “Dr. Solus 
told me I might be able to share your food. I wanted to try.” 


Garrus rumbled sleepily behind her. Nuzzling her hair. “You want to try our food?” 


His voice was groggy. Trying to catch up to the conversation despite being barely awake. 
Jane let her foot skate down to tuck into his spur, tugging in a gesture to invite him closer. 


Nihlus was studying her silently, as if he was trying to decipher her words. 
“The doctor mentioned your dextro tolerance?” he said. 


He seemed to choose his words carefully. When she nodded, his face became suddenly 
serious. 


“Tn what context?” 


Jane felt her stomach lurch with nerves. She hesitated a moment. Earning an appeasing, 
soothing trill from him, as if to reassure her. 


“Dr. Chakwas had taken labs when I was on the Alliance ship. When I went to Solus for a 
checkup, he said I was...adapting.” 


“Adapting to what?” There was the soft rustle of sheets as Garrus sat up behind her. A flicker 
of worry in his voice. 


Jane held Nihlus’s gaze, eyes searching hers—missing nothing. “To both of you.” 


There was a moment of silence. Nihlus’s hand lifting away from her. His green eyes moving 
down to look her over. All of her. 


If she hadn’t seen the look on Saren’s face last night, she might not have recognized it now. 
The look of utter disbelief. 


“T don’t understand.” Garrus’s voice was low, still deep with sleep. Though it’d gained an 
edge that told her he was worried. “Kryik...” 


Nihlus’s green eyes lingered on her a second longer before moving to Garrus. 


“It’s okay,” she told him, laughing a little at the panicked look on his face. “There’s no risk of 
anything right now. Humans get an implant when they hit puberty.” 


There must’ve been a high enough number of accidental...families that humanity decided it 
was important enough to make mandatory. Both genders got one. And it was easy to remove, 
should she ever decide she... 


“An implant? Why are you talking about...” Garrus’s voice trailed off, Nihlus still holding 
his gaze as it sunk in. 


“He said if I’m dextro tolerant, then it’s likely. And that it means I can bond with you like 
you can with me.” 


The continuing silence only made the nervousness in her gut build. She swallowed, watching 
Nihlus’s face against the endless stars behind him. “Please say something.” 


Her words pulled his green eyes back to her. His hand came to grip her bicep. Squeezing in a 
gesture that seemed almost urgent. 


“Spirits,” he exhaled. “Jane.” 


He pulled her to him easily. Cradling her head to his chest as he seemed to struggle to find his 
breath. Garrus put his hand on her back. His talons curling in to grip the fabric of her shirt. 


“Kryik...” his voice was almost wild. “Let me hold her. Please.” 


Utterly desperate. Doing his best to be patient, to give Nihlus the second that he needed with 
her. Though the idea was doing something to both of them. Something Garrus was finding it 
hard to contain. 


“Ts that okay?” she asked—trying to keep the uncertainty from her voice. Though he could 
scent on her either way. 


Nihlus trilled. His talons scrubbing softly in her hair. “More than okay,” he assured her. His 
arms wound tighter around her. “I’m...” he was struggling to find words. Cool, collected, 
Spectre smooth Nihlus Kryik. Speechless for the first time since she’d met him. “Spirits. It’s 
perfect.” 


Garrus made a low keen behind her. Lying down quickly the second Nihlus relented and 
nested them back on the mattress. He let her turn, swarmed by Garrus in an instant as he ran 
his cheek along hers, gripping her waist with needing talons, pulling her to him, against him, 
both of them enveloping her in their heat. 


They were making low clicks and purrs her translator couldn’t decode. Passing between them 
as a hazy feeling grew on the air. The second Nihlus’s hand moved lower down her waist, the 
door at the foot of the bed slid open. 


Nihlus sat up with a growl. She saw an arm, shoving someone in through the door, bringing a 
hesitant Jenkins into the room. Nihlus’s fringe narrowed with a click. 


“What?” 


Jane scoffed, sitting up to face the Alliance scout, who had the face of a man who'd just 
drawn the short straw. “What’s wrong?” 


His eyes flickered to her, earning him Garrus’s low growl. Nihlus moved to rest his taloned 
hand on the bed—barring his arm in front of her. Like he wanted to block her from view. 


“There’s...uh...a problem. Can you—” 


There was a crash beyond the hall. The sound of something metal hitting the floor. Followed 
by a yell. 


Jane was first out of bed. Followed swiftly by both turians, who didn’t seem to care Jenkins 
was still standing there, stalk still, as they quickly dressed. When Jane reached to pull her 
jumpsuit on under her shirt, Nihlus hissed, taking posture as he pointed Jenkins to the hall. 


Jenkins didn’t need to be told twice. 


When they emerged Jane could hear shouting coming from the mess area. Rounding the 
corer she caught sight of several Alliance crew standing in a half-circle around the food 
cabinet against the wall. Things were flying from the open doors in the direction of the crew, 
Alenko knelt several paces away in the direct line of fire. 


“What’s going on?” 
Jane frowned, watching Alenko crane his head to meet her gaze. 
bd | just—” 


The second his attention shifted there was a sound, almost a growl, and she saw a few dextro 
rations fly to pelt the scout in the chest, courtesy the small hand that emerged from the 
cabinet. 


Alenko’s dark eyes flared as he turned back to face what she now knew was the kid. “All I 
said was that we’re taking her home! I don’t know.” 


His face was red. Noticeable even from a distance as she stopped to take in the scene. Jane 
raised an eyebrow, crossing her arms as she sunk back on one hip. “I see.” 


She heard Nihlus made a slow, rumbling series of clicks beside her. A laugh. 
“I’m guessing the Alliance doesn’t prep you for babysitting,” Garrus said wryly. 


Alenko wasn’t looking at any of them. Just the kid, with a look that told her he was more than 
a little over his head. 


“Move your men to the armory. Prep for docking—I’m sure we must be close to the Citadel.” 


Jane nodded her head back in the direction of the hall. Alenko didn’t need to be told twice. 
She didn’t watch them leave, standing with her arms crossed as she stared at the open 
cabinet, unable to see in from the side. It had fallen noticeably quiet. She couldn’t bite back a 
modest smile at the fact. Waiting until they were fully alone before approaching the doors. 


Jane came to stand in front of them. She could see the girl’s crossed legs. Pulled tight to her 
chest. Still wearing that same, ratty gown from the facility. Her legs pulled in a little tighter 
when Jane paused. A second later Jane unfolded one arm and held her hand out into the void. 


“Levo, please,” she said. 


There was a silent moment of pause. A soft shift. The crinkle of plastic as the little hand 
appeared, placing a single ration packet into her extended reach. 


Jane took it, turning for the table, shooting Garrus and Nihlus a look as they seemed to gauge 
her closely. Nihlus cocked his head as he watched her sit. Coming over to her a second later 
as Garrus moved to snag a few dextro packets off the floor. 


They sat on either side of her, Garrus scooting his chair particularly close to her, clearly still 
eager for her presence since their time apart. Nihlus opened her packet for her with an easy 
maneuver of his talon, scooting it closer to her on the table. Both turians watched her take the 
first bite before tearing into their own. 


She felt the heavy drape of Garrus’s arm on the back of her chair as he leaned over her, 
skimming his cheek along the top of her hair with a low purr. “You want to try mine?” 


He dragged his closer to her to offer. Some kind of dried meat with a vaguely blue hue. 
“Tt’s too tough for her, pup. Her teeth are blunt—she needs something soft.” 


Nihlus’s low voice moved in closer as he took some of what was in his packet, something she 
couldn’t even come close to identifying, and held it out for her to eat directly from his hand. 


Garrus chuffed. The sound of feigned irritation. ““You just want to be the first to feed it to 
her,” he said with an air of humor. 


Nihlus made that dark chuckling sound, watching with rapid dialing eyes as she ate the thing, 
something that tasted vaguely like sweet bread, keeping his hand cradled under her chin for 


an added second before shooting Garrus a deadly glance. 


“Jealous, Vakarian?” He made an alluring trill when he said it, both turians leaning over her 
to exchange what she knew was some form of affection. 


“Fine. But I get to feed her paya fruit,” Garrus rumbled. Clearly satisfied by the thought. 
She felt the flex of his broad chest before they withdrew from each other. Nihlus purred. 


“She’ll like paya,” he said, pleased by the thought as well. Followed by the warm press of his 
mouth to her temple. “It’s sweet, human. Did you like what I gave you?” 


Jane leaned into his gesture with affection. “It was good. Can I have more?” 


Words that made both of them rumble in response. Garrus reached before Nihlus could to 
swipe away the packet and feed her some of it himself. 


Jane laughed. They took turns feeding themselves and her, something she was so used to by 
now it felt normal. Several minutes passed and she could hear light fumbling from the cabinet 
beside her. The soft patter of footsteps approached her from behind. A sound both turians 
were acutely aware of. Though neither turned. 


After another quiet second she felt a hand grip her by the bicep. Followed by the fumbling 
movement of a kid crawling their way into her lap. 


She was smaller than she likely should’ ve been—malnourished as she was. Jane said nothing 
to acknowledge her. Just tore a third of her ration packet off and left it on the table. 


“When Saren wakes up, we should talk strategy with the Alliance crew,” Jane said. She 
imagined he must’ve bedded down in the medbay. Likely the reason the kid was out roaming 
the halls so early. She wondered if he’d scared her when she woke up. She glanced over at 
Nihlus first before turning to Garrus. “Have you heard any word from the Citadel?” 


Garrus was studying the kid, who’d tentatively moved to take the food off the table. The 
second his blue eyes switched to her they dilated rapidly. “I’m waiting for word from Wrex. 
Said they were making a major push to corner the last of the Cerberus front at the heart of the 
station. He sounded hopeful.” 


“T need a new omni-tool,” Nihlus added. “I imagine the Council will want to make contact, if 
they haven’t tried already.” 


“Use mine. I’ve made damn sure—uh,” Garrus hesitated, looking back at the kid, “It’s... 
secure.” 


Nihlus purred in appraisal. “Coming from a Vakarian, I don’t doubt it,” he said. “You should 
talk to your sister before we dock. You might not get the chance again for a while. We have 
things to take care of.” 


Garrus shot a look at the Spectre. His fringe narrowed a little. Saying nothing. 


Jane put a hand on his thigh and squeezed. “Garrus.” 


She could see the vague hurt that lingered in his gaze. He blamed himself. He always did. A 
fact that made her heart sting. 


He didn’t look at her for a long moment. Like he couldn’t. Finally relenting with a quiet, 
almost inaudible keen. 


“T know.” 


The kid had finished the food Jane had given her, now sitting silently with her head on her 
chest. She knew she had to be tired. 


“We’re here,” she told him softly, liking the way his rich eyes roamed her face, like they 
needed to. Like he found comfort just in the sight of her. 


It was something Jane felt for herself. That warm feeling that came just from sitting here, 
watching him retreat toward the medbay, Nihlus’s talons moving to lace through her hair as 
he leaned into her. 


“She’s sleeping,” his voice was warm and soft in her ear. “Well done.” 


Jane didn’t know the first thing about what to do with her. How to find her family, her home 
—if she still had one. 


She let Nihlus take the kid from her, following him as he carried her to the bunks, purring 
quietly. He set her in one of the empty beds before taking Jane’s hand and pulling her off 


toward the showers. Bringing the rapidly growing heat of his body into focus. Telling her 
exactly what he had in mind. 
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Even now she looked small. Curled up and sleeping on the blankets. Like a living memory, 
the last time she’d crawled up into his bed as a pup, too scared to sleep alone after his parents 
had finally given him a bedroom of his own. 


He’d been annoyed then. Always kept awake by her constant fumbling and grabbing of the 
blankets. Though he never sent her away. 


Safety. 


To her, he was safety. The place she went when she was scared. The one to turn to, never 
their father, to protect her when the world showed it’s darkest side. 


His sister trusted him. And he hadn’t been there when she’d needed him most. 


It would take getting used to, seeing her with their family mark. The royal blue lines now 
inked smoothly across her young face. He’d miss so much of her life. He’d missed her. 


She’d been scared of him. On the station, still caught in the adrenaline of battle. In the 
promise of sinking his talons into that sniveling, pathetic waste of a human so close to his 


grasp. 
She’d ran to him. Only to stop dead when she’d seen it on his face. 
Hesitating. Afraid. 

“Garrus?” 


The flash of her blue eyes in the dark was too quick. Fast enough he only had time to take a 
half step back before she saw him. 


Her plates were dull. A look of distress on a turian. Even now she was scared. 


Garrus was frozen as she sat up on the bed. Her eyes were wide. Like she wasn’t sure if he 
was really there. 


Say something, you idiot. 


But there were no words. Nothing to encapsulate just much he loathed himself for what had 
happened to her. The only sound that left him was a low, poorly silenced whine. 


“Solana...” 


I’m sorry. 


I failed you. 
I promised to protect you. This is my fault. 
“Garrus.” 


All thoughts that slipped away the second she said his name again. And he could see her 
trembling on the bed. Reaching for him, like she had as a young pup, wanting him to hold 
her, reminding him all in an instant of what she needed. Of an important lesson he’d learned 
often from watching Kryik. Sights raised, head cool, never hesitating to push back, to fight 
forward. Damn the fear. Damn the pain. When it came to what mattered—it was better to be 
reckless. To bite back against that voice in his head, his father's voice, and decide for himself 
who he was. 


“You want to be my archangel?” 


“You're okay.” Solana’s arms gripped and squeezed him the second he crawled up beside her 
on the cot. “I’ve got you. I’m here.” 


She was already sobbing when he pulled her in. Dragging her up and into his lap, letting her 
whine against his chest as he purred softly. 


“lve got you now,” he told her. Over and over. Feeling her talons grip him tightly. 


She cried for a long time. All he could do was hold her. Scratching his talons in a soft line 
across her back—the way their mother used to when they were young. 


He didn’t know the first thing about what she needed. But he knew she needed him. 


After awhile she began to quiet down. Just soft keens against his chest. By then her voice was 
raw, subvocals too frayed to do more than just rest in silence. Soon the only sound left was 
his quiet purring between them. 


Garrus opened his mouth then, an instant away from telling her he was sorry, only to hear the 
words come from her first. 


“I’m sorry,” she said meekly. “You must hate me.” 
She stiffened in his arms a little. Enough to turn his purr into a low, curious trill. 
“Hate you?” His mandibles dropped. “Why would I ever—” 


“Because I can’t—" she keened, “—I can’t be like you! I can’t even defend myself! I just 
keep getting in the way.” 


The last part dropped off into a whisper. A sound of defeat. Garrus looked down at his sister. 
A gesture she didn’t return. 


“Sol...” 


It was like a kick to the gut. Taking him a second to even remember how to breathe. His 
mandibles pulled. 


“Don’t look at me like that,” she said quietly. Not even pulling away to see the look on his 
face for herself. “I heard what you said to dad. About spending the last two years... keeping 
me safe. You mentioned slavers. And that you were lucky to get out...Spirits, Garrus.” 


His sister sat up, turning her face to look at him. 
“T don’t know what...what they did to you. But if I could’ ve—if it weren’t for me—I—” 


“Solana.” His voice was firm when he said her name. “Don’t. Not ever.” Don t blame 
yourself. “You're just a pup. They took advantage of that. You shouldn’t have to defend 
yourself from anybody.” His voice softened near the end. “Not like that.” 


She keened quietly, letting her head drop back onto his chest. 


“T wouldn’t change anything, Sol. If I could do it all again—I’d make the same choices, 
Every time. Ill always look out for you.” 


Her arms squeezed around him as she made another sob. “I wanted you to come. To the clan 
ceremony. Dad took my omni-tool when I called to invite you.” 


Garrus stiffened. “Sol, I...I’m sorry. I...” 


He exhaled in a huff. “We were attacked. On Akuze. A thresher maw hit our training squad. I 
swear to you, I would’ve come. Jane, she...” 


“A thresher maw?” Her voice was small again when she lifted her head. Tight with worry. 
Her blue eyes flickered over him, assessing. 


“Tm alright,” he told her. “Doctor Solus fixed me up. He’s good. I’m just sorry I missed the 
invite.” 


He poked the side of her cheek in a way he knew she’d once found annoying. Now painted 
by their family colors. 


Her face fell a little. “You didn’t tell me.” Her eyes searched his. “You and Spectre Kryik. 
And Scorpio...she has your mark on her neck. I didn’t...I didn’t know.” 


Garrus didn’t look away from her. “I know. It happened so fast. We haven’t had time to tell 
anyone. I just...with the way everything is, I didn’t want to spend another minute without 
being bonded to her. To either of them.” 


“Both?” she asked. 
His shoulders eased just at the thought. “Yeah,” he said. 


For a second her face was unreadable. Then that glint but her eyes. A small edge, one only 
his little sister had ever mastered. 


“Has he seen that poster on your wall?” 
Garrus clicked, feeling heat immediately sting his neck. “Don’t remind me,” he said dryly. 


Her mandibles relaxed with a small trill. “I should show him your diary from first year 
basic.” 


Garrus followed up with a low growl. “You didn’t—” 
She rasped out a laugh that made him bristle in annoyance. 
“You left it on your desk, what was I supposed to do?” 


“Not touch my stuff like I told you!” Garrus shot back, feeling his subvocals thrum with a 
laugh. 


“How did you land Scorpio, anyway?” His sister trilled, gripping his cowl to sit up further. 
“She’s so cool, Garrus. You’re out there living this big, flashy life, and I...” her face fell 
again in an instant. “I can’t even look after myself.” 


“You’re a kid,” Garrus said again. “You shouldn’t have to look after yourself. That’s my job. 
It should—’ there was no fighting the growl when it came. “It should be dad’s. He should 
never have let you run off like that.” 


Her eyes shot away from him as his neck turned purple with color. “That was my own fault. I 
knew he was...he’s trying. I think...I think there’s something wrong with mom. He won’t tell 
me. But his subvocals are always quiet. He spends most of his time traveling back and forth 
from Palaven.” 


Garrus felt something sting his heart. A strong flicker of worry. Sol had mentioned it before. 
Hearing that it’d gotten worse... 


“He shouldn’t be leaving you on your own like that,” he told her softly. 
Sol searched his face. “Then let me stay with you.” 
“Sol,” he said her name firmly. “No. It’s too dangerous.” 


“T can stay out of the way! I’Il stay on the ship. Please, Garrus. I don’t want to be alone 
anymore.” 


Her subvocals were whining again. It was that word, alone, like a punch to the gut. Making 
anger crop up, that familiar feeling that always came in proximity of their father. 


“T won’t let you miss basic,” he said, letting her flop her head back against his chest with a 
huff. “I never got the chance to finish. I won’t take that away from you too.” 


“But I won’t start for another year. Until then, what? Dad spends most of his time taking 
mom to Palaven. He won’t let me go with them because he says I’Il miss school.” 


The smell of her stress was making his stomach churn. She was trembling again. Not as bad 
as before. Though he knew it scared her. The idea of going back to the Citadel, alone. She 
was still so young. Just a pup. She couldn’t take care of herself like that yet. 


“What if...” Garrus growled softly. He didn’t like the thought. But... “What if I could get 
you into basic a year early?” 


Her trembling lessened. 

“You wouldn’t be alone.” 

Surrounded by trained turian military. 

“You'd learn the basic ropes of how to protect yourself.” 
And how to shoot a gun at the nearest slaver who tried. 


“Tt would look great on your record. A Vakarian kid, skipping right into basic before her last 
primary year.” 


There was a moment of silence after he finished. Followed by her small voice. “How?” 
Garrus trilled softly. “I’m...not sure yet. But I may be able to ask a few favors.” 
Maybe if Kryik put in a good word for her, she could graduate early. 


There was a quiet ruffle behind one of the medbay curtains. He caught the familiar scent of a 
male turian as Arterius appeared from behind it, rubbing the back of his neck like it was sore 
as he made his way out of the medbay without a word. The first and only time Garrus had 
ever seen the Spectre without that strict, military trained posture. 


Solana stiffened a little as she watched him go. 


“T...” her faint voice came and went. Coming back with a soft, “Maybe. It would be nice...to 
feel like I could do something. And take care of myself if I had to.” 


Garrus made a dry purr. “Still my job,” he told her wryly. 


She hissed a little in mock irritation. A weak sound. And he wondered all at once how tired 
she must be. 


“You should try and get some more sleep,” he told her. “We’Il be on the Citadel soon. I want 
you on the ship until the station is clear. Understood?” 


She made a raspy little growl that did nothing but annoy him. “Fine.” Followed by a meek, 
“Will you stay? Until I fall asleep, at least?” 


Garrus answered her with a purr. Pulling her up into a more comfortable position in his lap. It 
didn’t take her long to drift off. Leaving him in the quiet. 


Once he was sure she was asleep, Garrus cued up his omni-tool and dialed his father’s 
number on screen. The vid holo popped up, ringing several times before Garrus knew he 
wouldn’t answer. 


I 


“Something 8 wrong with mom.’ 


He thought back to the last time he’d seen him. Had noticed for himself how quiet his 
subvocals had been. The tell-tale sound of a male in distress. The worst kind any male could 
ever feel. A fact Garrus had learned from noticing it with Saren. 


Garrus didn’t hang up when it hit voicemail. Making sure Solana was in the shot as the 
recording started. 


“She’s fine,” he said quietly. “Not hurt. Just scared. We’ll land on the Citadel soon. I’ve told 
her to stay on the ship until we’ve cleared the station. I’Il tell my crew to monitor the comm 
lines for your call once you get this.” 


He ended it there. Unable to think of anything else to say. 
“Mom 8 getting headaches. They’re...new.”’ 


His sister’s words lingered in his mind as she slept. Hoping—though he knew he wasn’t— 
that he was wrong. 


28K 


Nihlus was watching his female with the human pup. 


The smell of his climbing pheremones was strong. Making Saren bristle as he sat across the 
table, working quietly over his omni-tool. 


The form for basic early admission was long. Vakarian’s youngest would require more than 
one sponsor if she was to be taken a year ahead. Though he didn’t doubt Kryik would agree 
once Garrus himself broached the topic to him. If Saren introduced the topic first he likely 
wouldn’t trust him. He knew it was best to wait. 


He’d been halfway through the form when the human pup had emerged from the bunks, 
bleary eyed and clearly anxious. She’d lingered in the shadows, unnoticed by anyone but 
him, until Kryik’s keen sense had caught her scent, and he’d directed Jane’s attention to the 
hall. 


Jane hadn’t met her eyeline—only offering the child food to lure her closer, something which 
tempted the small girl into her lap moments later. The very place she now sat, eating small 
pieces of whatever Jane offered her as Nihlus watched her closely. Enticed by the look of his 
mate with a pup. 


The drell didn’t miss it either. A sight he seemed to find amusing as he watched from the far 
shadows of the loading deck. Most of the human crew were too busy prepping for landing. 
Senses too dull to notice it for themselves. 


It didn’t take long for the Spectre to notice he was being watched—locking his gaze onto 
Saren’s with immediate precision. An exchange Saren did not break. Causing the young 
male’s posture to shift into a subtle display of his size. A quiet warning. 


Saren nearly clicked in amusement. The sound only cut short by one of the crew calling over 
from the control panel. 


“20 minutes to landing. Prep to deboard.” 


Jane’s color-rich eyes shifted up to the salarians on deck. The vague scent of her stress 
prickled the air. Followed by her low voice as she commanded her male, “Go get Archangel. 
We should get ready.” 


An order Nihlus heeded. Granting her the brief, soothing stroke of his talons in her fiery hair 
as he stood. “Get your stuff. We’ll meet you at the loading bay,” he assured her. His voice 
that tone, never used on anyone but her. Never anyone but his female. 


Saren made a low growl as he stood, keying up his comms on his omni-tool. He’d failed to 
reach base with the Council. Unsurprising, as they were likely taking cover somewhere 
obscure until any hostiles were neutralized. 


He moved to the armory, where several Alliance crew now gathered to assemble their 
loadout. All making careful effort never to meet his direct line of sight. Though it was the 
only fact Saren cared enough to notice of the crew. 


He was quick to prep before gathering a few other items and carrying them back to the 
female still lingering at the table with the human pup. The pup’s wide eyes flickered swiftly 
to him as he approached. Firmly unmoving where she stood. 


“Human.” 
The command was firm. Though eased, for the sake of the young clinging to her sleeve. 


Jane’s hand moved to cover the child’s on her arm. “It won’t be long. But you have to stay. 
Alright?” 


The pup was anxious to separate from his human. Her stress was palpable, making his scales 
bristle in instinct, breathing in the scent of a child in distress. 


Jane stood. Causing the child to lose her grip, letting out an unhappy, timid sound. Saren was 
careful to keep his subvocals silent when she turned to face him. The eyes of his mate staring 
back at him. Making it easy to breathe in a way he’d forgotten it could be. 


A mercy given by her. 
Saren reached to guide the zipper of her jumpsuit up around her throat. Hiding those two, 
stark red marks displayed across her naked skin. Her eyes roamed his face as he did. A 


gesture he didn’t return until he’d taken a half step back and held her helmet for her to take. 


“You will not take this off,” he told her. “Even for a second.” 


She took it, followed by the fire-retardant gloves he’d purchased for her the first moment he 
could. 


“Scorpio, awaiting orders.” 


The human scout’s voice cut between them. Saren would never be used to the strange single 
note of a human male’s voice. A sound that made him bristle when he heard it. 


He met her gaze for a moment before she turned to approach the crew waiting for her near 
the dock. The child once at her sleeve had made an impressively silent exit to some hidden 
corer of the ship. Though he did not fail to notice the drell that slipped in to join the group at 
the bay without so much as a sound. 


He would go with them. A fact he knew his human would allow. And perhaps insist on. The 
drell was a skilled fighter. He hadn’t harmed Shepard when given a second chance. With 
Benezia’s young secured in the lower deck, Saren agreed the risk to her was likely minimal. 


Though it wouldn’t stop him from keeping one bullet in the chamber for the assassin, at all 
times. Anything else would be careless. 


Once the Alliance crew was briefed and assembled Saren moved to accompany her on deck. 
She stood away from the others, who chatted quietly amongst themselves, green eyes fixed 
on the sealed ramp in front of her. 


He sensed the telltale shift in pressure that told him the ship was slowing to docking speed. 
Something the human gleaned for herself. Causing a small spike of her unease on the air. The 
subtle pulse of her biotics as she took a breath in through her nose and released it slowly from 
her mouth, her many fingers balling into a fist. Steadying herself. 


Saren shifted closer behind her. Offering her the assurance of his warmth. 


“Be easy, female.” His voice dropped, only shared between them. “My eyes are on you. I 
won’t let you fall.” 


The edge in her green eyes gave away nothing. Her posture was eased, held with the pride 
and command Saren had trained her to hold to. To never let go of. His human was strong— 
and she would show it. 


“Docking protocol engaged. Touch down in 3 minutes.” 


Another steady breath. The smell of two turian males approaching the deck. Coming straight 
for her without delay. 


“Good, you have your helmet.” Vakarian’s pup engaged the safety on his rifle and brought it 
up to rest on his shoulder. One arm around her the moment he was near. Pressing his mouth 
plates to her hair in a strange gesture of affection. One Saren knew. And remembered for 
himself how it felt to give to a human. A brief swallow in the warmth, their scent, their 
comfort. 


“You okay, big guy?” 


Shepard leaned into the gesture before turning to look up at him. A fast exchange of eye 
contact. Her stress further eased when her mate purred for her. 


“More than okay, Shepard.” He kept his arm around her as he looked ahead. “I... want to ask 
you something when this is over. Something important to me.” 


Her lingering, admiring gaze was the pup’s answer. Followed by Kryik’s low rumble, 
fastening the final buckle on his gauntlet as he came to stand on the other side of their female. 
Guarding her on all sides. 


“Building tension, pup? I never took you for the surprise type.” 


His smooth voice had an edge. One Saren was well familiar with, telling him that the Spectre 
was trying to jab. Earning him a shot of those Vakarian blue eyes. Hard as a bullet on 
Noveria. 


“Tt’s not a surprise, just...” 


Saren snarled. Causing both turians to bristle, fringe’s training back as their attention shifted 
ahead. 


“Enough. Keep your focus. You will land with your heads in the game,” he growled. A 
command neither turian questioned. 


“Touchdown in sixty,” the pilot informed. “Hostiles present.” 


“Negative,” Archangel was quick to shoot back. “Keep it hovering. Maintain defensive 
position. Be prepared to engage.” 


“Copy.” 


“Lower the ramp.” Shepards voice cut the resuming silence. Several of the Alliance crew 
looked at her. As did Nihlus. “I’ll take point.” 


Another pause. Followed by Vakarian’s, “Lower it.” Quick to follow his female’s command. 


The whirr of the ramp came, bringing light through in a seam overhead. Pressure in the cabin 
shifted. Saren heard her take another slow breath. 


“Scorpio...” 
The scout Alenko spoke behind her when she stepped forward. 


“Guns ready. Ship, keep a visual on the dock. Nobody leaves the station until Cerberus is 
eliminated. No survivors.” 


Saren felt his chest heat with building pride. She was cool. Collected. Ready for battle. His 
human. 


“T’m on your six, Shep.” Vakarian made a soft rumble as he stepped forward, watching her 
approach the now lowered ramp. 


“You lead, I follow.” Nihlus came to join him. 


Shepard released another breath. Her many-fingered hand released at her side. The air 
immediately consumed by the merciless grip of her biotics in the air. 


“T’ll clear the way.” 


Her voice was calm. Low. Not giving them a second to realize what she meant to do until she 
stepped off the platform into open air. 


“Scorpio, wait, it’s not--!”Alenko came forward. “Shit.” 


Saren smelled something, panic, quickly washed by the smell of blood. The sounds of 
screams and the heavy static of biotics as Shepard must’ve landed over several of them. 


“Angel.” Nihlus peered down. 


“On it.” Sights raised, firing shots. A few more yards and they’d be ready. A window seized 
by Kryik the second it came, leaping from the platform without hesitation. 


“T want boots on the ground!” Alenko’s single toned voice gripped the air with sudden 
command. “Stay tight, keep your eyes on Scorpio. Move! Move!” 


Saren dropped first. Maintaining visual on the human female now rushing a set of operatives 
with a vicious streak of her omni-blade. 


Four. She’d downed four before Saren could get a bullet through one helmet. Another the 
second she pulled her pistol. Earning her Vakarian’s sharp, “Ha!” of approval when she hit 
them straight through the visor. Utterly unstoppable. 


All ships save their own had been destroyed on the docking bay. More operatives were 
coming out through the port door. Moving quickly enough Saren realized they were 
unprepared to exchange fire. Not coming toward them. Running away. 


Saren snarled. Cowards. 


He felt a sharp tug on his belt. The familiar sound of a pin being pulled from a grenade as 
Nihlus yanked one of his free. An action he’d done often as a pup, back to the wall, during 
their first fights together. 


Saren watched Kryik toss the device toward the incoming unit. Firing at it before it could 
land. The bright wash of flames caught his dark plates as he watched the inferno blow the 
doors back. An expert throw. Unsurprising, to say the least. The kid always had a penchant 
for things that would explode. 


“Dock is clear, Scorpio. We follow you!” Alenko shouted from behind. 


Saren did a sweep of the platform for himself before relenting, tailing Kryik through the door, 
sharp on Shepard’s heels. 


The blast must’ve taken the last of them. The moment they emerged into port, all that came 
was silence. A sound that only grew as they passed through into the main lower level of the 
Citadel. 


There were bodies here. A few operatives were left strewn on the ground. Though civilian 
casualties outnumbered them easily. Saren didn’t linger, ready to advance, though Shepard 
came to a slow stop several paces ahead. 


He saw her long fringe slip forward off her shoulder as she looked down. 
“Jesus, is that...” Alenko’s voice trailed off. 


Nihlus came up behind her. It was a pup. No older than his nineth year. Young enough his 
fringe was still covered in a soft cap. Shot dead where he’d hid. 


“We can’t linger here. Human. Move forward.” 


His voice was hard. There were times to mourn such things. But they were not here. Not now. 
Not when other lives could still dwindle on the line. 


Several shots rang out past the lower landing. He heard Vakarian try to signal his ground unit 
via the comms. Nihlus was watching her. Just her. Knowing exactly what she would do, the 
moment she did it. 


Shepard didn’t hesitate. Didn’t wait for the comms to reply before she took off. Sprinting 
toward the sound of gunfire. 


Nihlus was with her the second she went. Saren didn’t wait to fall behind. She was through 
the doors before the others could catch up. Reaching for the first operative she could manage 
with a death grip of her biotics. Lifting them up, high, and bringing them down in a massive 
halo of red blood across the floor. 


“Shit, shit!” 
There was a panicked sound. The cease of fire as a human voice shouted, “Scorpio!” 


Another pulse as someone sent a shield in front of Shepard, covering her from the immediate 
onslaught of gunfire. Saren growled. Smelling Alenko the moment he breached the area. 


Jane went for another. Knocking them back, high into the air—the perfect target for a 
Vakarian with his sights raised. Downing that and another with a quick double shot. 


Some of the unit scattered. Making Saren chuff. Pathetic. 


“We’ve got civilians at the wall, 9 o’clock!” Nihlus called out. “Alliance, flank. I don’t want 
any friendly fire.” 


“Copy, Spectre.” 


The unit made a tight maneuver left to flank a small group of operatives still engaging with 
someone near the wall. Kryik had a sharp eye. Saren wouldn’t have noticed them otherwise. 


He took out two of the hostiles still trying to advance on Shepard before turning to catch a 
few of the ones who had scattered—hoping to flee. As if he would give them the chance. 


Jane had the last one in her sights the moment he turned his gun. The fool tried to run— 
coward—but Shepard was faster. Catching him with her biotics and dragging him back 
toward her across the blood smeared floor. 


“Shit, shit!” The sound of a panicked human. Grappling to stop himself before Jane yielded 
him beneath her. Rolling onto his back as he spoke frantically into his comms. 


“Unit to base—mayday—-shit, Harper, can you read me?” His helmet was off. Giving Saren 
the added whiteness of his eyes. Wide as he looked up at her. 


Jane leveled her gun with the operative. “He’s dead.” 


Fear. A half breath—his last one—and she pulled the trigger. As if it was the easiest decision 
his human had ever made. 


A stark moment of silence lingered. Followed by the shifting of crates as several civilians 
emerged. Headed by a single officer. 


“Chellick?” 


Vakarian stepped forward, recognition flickering in his gaze. A look the cop did not return. 
His eyes roamed Vakarian in question a moment before moving to Shepard, and Spectre 
Kryik beyond. 


“T guess I shouldn’t be surprised,” the officer panted—still tensed from the firefight. 
“Archangel has eyes everywhere from what I hear. I’m flattered you’ve heard of me.” 


There was no missing the way Vakarian’s pup pulled back, mandibles retreating close to his 
face. A look of hurt quickly chased by Nihlus’s low purr. Coming to grip his mate by the 
back of his neck in apparent affection. “Haven’t you seen him shoot? A sniper doesn’t miss a 
damn thing.” 


Saren made an irritated click. “Where is the rest of your squad?” He stepped forward, coming 
to stand between the young turian and Shepard. Gun in hand. 


“Don’t have a squad,” Chellick seemed to be avoiding his glare. Only meeting his gaze for a 
moment before returning it to Nihlus. “Just me when those damn fanatics took over. It’s only 
been me and these guys.” 


Nothing but civilians, a handful of asari and a turian holding their young. Accompanied by a 
human with a camera. Likely a reporter, from the look of her. Scrapped but otherwise 
unharmed. 


“You managed to keep more than a few civilians alive without backup,” Shepard spoke from 
behind him. “That’s impressive.” 


The officer stood a bit straighter at her praise. Earning him a warning rumble from Nihlus 
beside her. The quick dart of the officer’s attention to him. Then away. 


“Looks like I’ve got backup right here,” Chellick said. “Is your unit moving to a rendezvous 
point?” 


“My eyes say they have the last of the unit cornered near the council chambers. Not a 
friendly place for civilians,” Vakarian rumbled, his posture shifting to display his size to the 
other male. The subtle ease back of his shoulders. A tighter grip on his rifle at his side. 


Saren hissed. “You should stay here until the threat is neutralized. The area is cleared of 
hostiles.” 


Chellick nodded at the order. Though the reporter cut in quickly before he could respond. 


“You’re going to the council chambers? I should get footage of the fight. The Citadel should 
see for itself when the battle is over.” 


Saren bristled with a low snarl. “You will not.” 


“We can’t risk the liability,” Nihlus said in the same moment. Vakarian, the pup the he was, 
gazed at Shepard for her reaction, who only frowned. 


“You could be killed,” she said. “I won’t risk losing one of my team because I was busy 
trying to keep you alive.” 


The other human did nothing but brush her words aside. “I'll keep up and look after myself. I 
was doing fine until the turian pulled me in here without asking.” 


He could see by Chellick’s immediate reaction this was not her first complaint. He huffed, 
keeping his eyes straight ahead, growing distant. 


Jane looked the female over briefly without speaking. Still holding her pistol. Giving her a 
final, low, “No,” before turning to lead their unit ahead. 


Chellick took posture, a salute taught to every pup in basic, watching them leave without a 
word. Saren tailed Jane through the dim-lit corridor that would lead them toward the council 
tower. 


If Citadel defense was cornering them there, there must be a reason. 
One Saren intended to discover. 


And one he knew Shepard, his human, would not spare, once she did. 
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It was a sight Nihlus had never thought he’d witness. 


The Citadel in near ruin. Civilians leaving a trail toward the heart of the station. Any 
Spectre’s, any soldier’s worst nightmare. Part of him wanted to be angry. To look back and 
think of all the ways they might have been able to prevent this. 


Had he tracked Cerberus instead of the Shadow Broker. Had he stayed with Saren instead of 
cruising through batarian airspace alone. Had he fought back, bitten harder, set his sights on 
the syndicate the moment Arterius had freed them on Noveria. 


All things that would’ve left him without Jane. 
An end result Nihlus couldn’t—wouldn’t live without. 
“Focus, pup!” 


Saren snarled behind him. Sensing his brief spiral of brooding thoughts. Nihlus answered him 
with a growl, a regrip on his automatic rifle as his vision sharpened. Any anger washed away, 
replaced by that cold, cruel focus that took him over like a spirit. Keeping his head cool. His 
thoughts straight ahead on the distant sound of gunfire. 


They were close. And Jane was moving quickly. Those green eyes focused on nothing but the 
promise of a few more Cerberus operatives, something to crush in the bloodless grip of her 
biotics. 


Her kills had been quick. Merciless. Everyone a heavy hitter. Like she was proving a point to 
any and all still standing. One Nihlus was more than pleased to prove along side her. 


That there was nowhere to run. Nowhere for them to hide. That Cerberus was finished. And 
every one of them was already dead—they just didn’t know it yet. 


“T can’t smell anything but smoke.” Garrus’s low voice came from beside him. Flanking their 
female on the right hand. Both of them staying close. “I don’t like this. We’re going in blind.” 


He tried and failed to get verbal contact with his crew over the comms. Though he’d 
managed to get a ping on Wrex’s location. A sign they were still likely back to the wall in the 
middle of a firefight. 


A theory confirmed once they reached the council tower. 


“Shit, they’ve got mechs.” 


Alliance scout Jenkins called out behind him the second they advanced through the elevator 
doors. 


“Good eye, scout,” Nihlus said. He raised his sights, ready and waiting to follow Shepard as 
she spotted the pair of them near the tower fountain. 


Before she could even prep for an offensive maneuver he felt Alenko pulse out a shield to 
cover her. The scout was familiar with her combat habits. A fact that didn’t surprise him, 
given the scout had a habit of watching Jane—closely. Nihlus bit down on the final thought 
as both mechs prepped to fire. 


“Jane, cover!” 


Saren barked at her, a second too late, before she sent out a biotic pulse that managed to 
knock both mechs off kilter. Nihlus reached for her as the missiles fired diagonally in their 
direction. She made a soft oof as she landed on top of him beneath the shelter of the stairs. He 
was quick to roll over her. Covering her from the flare of heat. Nihlus felt her pant, growl 
softly, struggle to gather her feet the second the missiles hit. 


He let her go, ignoring his body’s response to the way she writhed briefly beneath him. She 
was quick, smart, ready to seize the brief second it would take to reload and hit the first mech 
hard enough to knock it down completely. 


Cerberus guns were coming in behind them now. Flanking the last standing mech with a 
rapid burst of fire. Hardly stopping her as she advanced—Nihlus sharp on her heel. 


“Steel beam, left. Post and exchange fire,” he directed her toward the point. If she was going 
to be reckless—he’d teach her how. Push the line, get your back to cover, advance the 
moment there’s a breath. 


“Another mech!” 


Garrus’s voice was a hard snarl. He heard the clip of a grenade being pulled as Arterius 
tossed two. Jane sent her biotics forward in a rush at the same moment. Catching fire the 
moment both grenades went off, rushing to hit the first mech in a ball of flames. Down and 
out. 


“Hal” 
Garrus’s cruel laugh echoed over the platform. 
“Impressive, human,” he purred to her. “Advance to the fountain. Next point of cover.” 


Her green eyes went to him, looking up to find his, chased by a quick expression. An errant, 
dangerous little smile that made his chest flush with heat. 


“Try to keep up, Kryik.” 


She exhaled sharply as she pushed away from the beam before he could respond. Spirits 
alive, this woman. 


Alenko covered her again as they pushed forward. Nihlus fired a double shot at a part of 
operatives ducked behind the initial fallen mech. Tapping them out with a clean shot through 
the helmet. 


Jane sprinted forward in the same second. Creating distance he didn’t expect as the third 
mech fired rapid shots toward them. 


“Shit—Alenko!” 
He saw the scout’s shield fail. 
“Cover Archangel, he’s hit!” 


The perfect moment. He knew she would do it. Saw the panic on her face the second she 
turned, glanced back, unprotected. Vulnerable. 


“Shepard, get do—” 


Saren’s voice cut off as the mech fired a second round. He saw one of the bullets skim her 
helmet. And another two hit her in the chest. There was no amount of smoke in the room to 
drown out the scent of his mate’s blood. The smell of her panic. Too fast—too hard—too 
much blood before the implant could trigger. And Nihlus saw something he’d never hoped to 
again. 


He watched the panic in her face smooth into nothing. Saw her head fall back, eyes roll up, 
nothing but white. Her knees hit the ground. 


“Everyone get down!” 


Garrus’s voice was frantic. Wild. Nihlus ducked behind the beam. He saw Vakarian beside 
the fountain, blue eyes finding his in a shared moment of panic as the others took cover. 


It didn’t even take a second. There was a low pulse. A rapid burst of static that made his 
scales bristle. Screams. Then—silence. 


The second it came Nihlus pushed away from the beam and sprinted for her. 
“Jane!” 


He landed on his knees beside her just as the light on her implant flared to life. Bringing the 
color of her eyes into view. She sucked in a breath, awareness flashing over her face. 


“Nihlus?” 


Horror. The only word he could think to describe that look on her face. Beyond panic. 
Beyond fear. 


“T’m here. I’ve got you.” Nihlus caught her as she slumped forward. Her hand was trembling 
when it reached to grip the collar of his armor. 


She let out a wavering breath through her teeth. “Did I...?” her voice was husky and low. 
Tight with control. 


“Just for a second,” he told her softly. “You’re alright. You didn’t hurt anyone. Just—" 
“Holy shit.” 


The voice had come from behind him. Causing him to bristle, his fringe to narrow as he 
looked back to see someone, a woman, moving out from her cover behind the stairs, camera 
in hand. 


That damned reporter. 


She must’ve followed them from the lower level. And now she was standing, pointing her 
camera at three downed mechs, and a string of Cerberus operatives Jane had just...spirits...at 
what was left of them, blown back against the wall. 


The platform was completely silent. A sound only broken by the sound of boots running 
toward them up the steps. 


“Where’s Garrus?” Jane rasped. 


“I’m here. I’m okay.” The immediate swarm of his voice seemed to ease some of her stress 
on the air. Nihlus sensed him come to stand flank. “Spirits... Kryik, she’s bleeding.” 


“T know,” Nihlus said firmly. Voice calm. Unwilling to show his panic. He triggered the 
medigel component on Jane’s omni-tool, pressing the heel of his hand to her shoulder to stim 
the flow of blood. “We need to get you out of here.” 


He looked up at his mate standing over him, hearing his subvocals thrum in worry. “Are you 
hit?” 


Garrus didn’t take his blue eyes from the human. “Not bad. Left leg. I’ll be fine.” 


“So will I,” Jane’s dry voice butt between them. “We’re almost there. I’m not leaving until 
this is finished.” 


Nihlus ducked his head to meet her gaze. “You’re bleeding too much. I won’t—” 
“_angel do you copy?” 


A voice flooded the comms before he could finish. Garrus shifted back a half step as he 
triggered the line. 


“Copy, Wrex. Damn, it’s good to hear your voice.” 
“Damn good to hear the council tower finally go quiet. I assume that’s your doing?” 


“What can I say? I love to make an entrance,” Garrus lifted his head to glance forward 
toward the chambers. “What’s your location?” 


Nihlus glanced behind him at Arterius, who was now standing toe to toe with the female 
reported, a pale Alenko between them. The longer they lingered the worse it would likely get. 


“Just ahead of you, boss. The council offices. We just cleared the last of the hostiles. We’ Il 
hold here until you make it. You’re...gonna want to see this.” 


Garrus looked down at Nihlus. The two of them exchanging a brief glance. Followed by 
Shepard’s sharp breath as she moved to stand. 


Nihlus was quick to brace her, rising to take her weight once she was on her feet. He didn’t 
like it. But he could see it in her eyes. That edge. That burning, bloodless fire, a look that told 
him she was doing it anyway. 


Garrus took point to lead the team toward the inner chambers. The only bodies here were 
strewn Cerberus operatives. A good sight. 


When they reached the dark inner hall Saren ordered them to stop. Nihlus turned to watch 
him push through a few Alliance officers and come to Jane. 


He cued up the medigel function on his own tool and gave her another round, taking the front 
of her helmet to turn her face to the side. 


“Your blood loss must effect the implant.” He growled as his steel eyes shot to Nihlus. “Give 
her a patch.” 


Nihlus growled at the order. A sound Saren was quick to answer with his own, posturing as 
he turned to face him. “Or I will be the one to unzip her jumpsuit and tend to her shoulder 
myself.” 


Garrus’s subvocals went off in a warning. Nihlus narrowed his fringe as he pulled a medigel 
patch from his suit and shifted to stand in front of the human. 


“Cover her,” he told Saren. 


Arterius and Garrus came to flank him, shielding Jane from the watching Alliance crew as 
Nihlus reached to guide the zipper of her jumpsuit down the column of her throat. She 
swallowed under his touch, dexterous hand coming to grip his forearm. 


“It’s not that bad,” she told him. Though the wince she made as he guided the jumpsuit over 
her shoulder to stick the patch into place made her words unconvincing. He heard her suck in 
a breath. One she held as he smoothed the bandage over the smear of blood just below her 
shoulder. 


It was deep. She’d need time to recover once they were finished. And Nihlus would make 
damn sure that happened as quickly as possible. 


Once he was finished Nihlus was careful to guide the suit back over her shoulder and zip it 
shut. His hand came to rest on the back of her helmet, stooping down to press his visor to 
hers. 


“Okay, Jane?” he asked her softly. 
He felt her nod a little. “I’m okay, Nihlus.” 


The sound of his name in her voice was like a bullet to the heart. Making it pick up pace as 
he pulled away. “Stay close to me,” he told her. 


He reached to check the latch on her helmet before Garrus turned to assess their mate for 
himself. 


“Don’t look at me like that, Angel,” Jane warned him. “You’re not going in there without me. 
I go where you go.” Her green eyes switched to Nihlus. “Both of you.” 


Garrus purred. Shifted to stand over her like a shield. A display of his size—a protective 
posture. 


“Ready to finish this, Scorpio?” 


She exhaled in a voiceless laugh. “Got my biggest guns right here,” her voice was that husky 
drawl. She pushed away from the wall, swarming Nihlus in her warmth, making Garrus’s 
purr faulter when it became clear she meant them. Heat speared down his chest. “I couldn’t 
be more ready.” 


They didn’t have to search hard to find Angel’s team. 


The door to the private offices was jammed open. Cocked in at an odd enough angle he knew 
could only come from a few good rams of a krogan’s massive shoulder. 


A few dead Cerberus grunts were blocking the entrance. Garrus and Jane breached the room 
first, guns high and aimed, stepping over the downed soldiers without a second glance. 


Nihlus could see several of his crew standing near the far window. Dim light scattered the 
floor, briefly obscuring whatever they stood over at their feet. 


“Spectre Arterius. Spectre Kryik.” 


His attention went to a turian standing near the office dais. Accompanied by a few other C- 
Sec officers that seemed to hesitate before saluting their crew. 


“Pallin.” Saren’s hard voice came behind him. Nothing but disinterested. 


“We’re awaiting word from the Council on how to handle the situation. I advise you and your 
crew to step back,” Executive Pallin’s subvocals tightened, “And allow us to handle this by 
the book.” 


Arterius dismissed him with a growl. Nihlus didn’t pause despite Pallin’s posturing, 
following Jane over to the window, only stopping when he saw— 


“Ambassador Udina?” 


Alenko’s voice approached rapidly from behind. 


The Ambassador was sitting on the floor, human blood smeared beneath his nose and across 
the side of his face. 


“What is this?” Saren snarled beneath his breath. 


Jane took a step closer to him. Nihlus signaled to Vakarian with a click, causing the sniper to 
grab her by the arm, stopping her in her tracks. Nihlus circled around to stand in front of 
Udina. He let his gun fall to his side. 


“T should have known,” Nihlus growled. His bicep jumped as he lifted the nose of his rifle 
with one hand, forcing the man’s chin up to meet his gaze. “So interested in Jane, weren’t 
you, councilman?” 


Udina’s breathing picked up as his eyes flashed. Fear. So easy. 


“Petitioning the Council to sign her over to you. Doing everything you can to make her 
yours.” 


Not his. Never his. Mine. 
His talon slid over the trigger of his gun. 


“T thought you were doing it for the Alliance. For your people.” His fringe narrowed as his 
eyes tracked the man. Locked in. Eager to finish what they’d started. “Turns out you’re 
nothing but a zealot. No better than Harper.” 


Udina sucked in a breath as Nihlus dug his gun beneath the man’s chin. 


“Everything I did was for my people!” he hissed through his teeth. “The Illusive Man is right. 
Jane is the key to unlocking humanities potential across the galaxy. Anyone who doesn’t see 
that is a fool! Harper is only doing what we should’ve started a long time ago.” 


Nihlus felt his mandibles slide back with a snarl. 


“Was.” Jane’s cool voice cut between them. Earning her a flicker of Udina’s dark eyes. 
Something that made Vakarian snarl. A warning. 


“Excuse m—” 
“Harper was doing,” she said. “He’s dead.” 


The sudden fall into silence made Nihlus rasp in amusement. “Always the same story, isn’t 
it? A criminal with an ego who thinks they’re faster than a Spectre with a gun. Did you really 
think he could win?” Nihlus shifted a half step closer. Forcing Udina to look up at him. To 
acknowledge his size. That the pathetic male kneeling in front of him was fully, completely, 
at his mercy. “That you would?” 


“Spectre Kryik. Udina is officially within C-Sec custody. His fate is to be decided by the 
Council. Don’t—” 


A flare of Saren’s subvocals silenced him quickly. Nihlus didn’t turn, cocking his head as he 
tracked Udina in front of him. “What did Harper tell you?” 


Another dart of his eyes to Jane. Vakarian used his reach to rein the man by his head, forcing 
it back at an odd angle. “I don’t know why you keep looking at her when Kryik is the one 
talking.” 


Good pup. 
“Answer the question.” 


The human crumbled easily. Faster than Harper. As pathetic as he looked forced to his knees 
on the floor. 


“He didn’t tell me—he showed me. Everything.” He sucked in a breath when Garrus’s talons 
dug in. “Everything that biotic war-head of yours is capable of. What’s coming, and that we 
can’t stop them. I could—I could hear them. The ship. Why can’t I hear them anymore?” 


His words were frantic. Mad. 
“He sounds like Harper,” Garrus’s deep voice cut the silence. “Like he’s brainwashed.” 
Nihlus acknowledged him with a rumble. 


“When Cerberus breached the Citadel councilman Udina began a broadcast advising civilians 
not to resist. It became clear to me he was more than sympathetic to their cause.” 


Pallin spoke from across the room. Tailed by the dual-toned voice of the drell assassin closer 
by. 


“Indoctrination is a powerful tool by any syndicate. Even the hanar practice it in form during 
initiation.” 


Nihlus kept the nose of his gun under the man’s chin. He saw his fragile neck tighten with a 
swallow. “You mentioned a ship. Harpers?” 


Udina shut his eyes. Squeezing like it would hide him from Nihlus’s unrelenting gaze. 
Holding fast to him. 


“Harper was able to communicate with it. It...provided instructions. I can’t—” A sharp 
exhale. His eyes flashed open. “I can’t hear it. Or the others.” 


“Harper’s ship is gone. So is his station,” Jane said. 


‘“‘Well—not so much gone as thousands of tiny little pieces floating through space,” Garrus 
added dryly. ““Didn’t blow up like it was anything special.” 


Vakarian released Udina with a harsh shove forward. 
“You mentioned others,” Nihlus pressed. 


Udina searched the floor at Nihlus’s feet. “Yes... There were...more. They said they were 
coming, but I...they’re quiet now.” 


Saren’s hard voice pierced the air. “They fear Shepard,” he said. “Harper admitted it himself. 
No matter how they chose to play the game—they lose.” 


He sensed Jane exchange a look with a Arterius. A passing gesture that made him uneasy. 
Telling him Saren knew something he didn’t. 


“T saw it,” Shepard added. “When we touched the beacon. They’re fighting a lost cause, 
councilman. Seems like you picked the wrong side.” 


Boots approached from behind. Saren came to stand beside Nihlus. He heard the cock of his 
pistol. 


“Spectre Arterius. Need I remind you, Udina is awaiting proper trial by the Council.” 


Saren made a low growl. “The human has been exposed to a potential bioweapon. Whatever 
indoctrination he’s been exposed to cannot be spread. The risk is too high.” 


Nihlus glanced over at him. His steel eyes were fixed, zeroed in on the male in front of him. 
Unrelenting. Nihlus knew that look. He wouldn’t back down—not from this. 


“Be thankful I am doing it humanely,” Saren rumbled. 
“You can’t just—” 


There was no warning. Just the quick flex of his forearm as his talon squeezed. The loud pop 
—sending red to shower the floor around them. 


Udina slumped forward to the floor. 
Saren took a half step back with a sound of disgust. 


“Your statement to the Council will not be necessary, Pallin. Spectre Kryik and I will address 
them ourselves.” 


No room for arguing. As if Pallin would dare. 
“It’s time the Council be made aware of the threat.” 


Nihlus said nothing, ducking his head to look at his mate, standing beside him. Her face was 
paler than usual. A warning sign she needed medical attention, he’d learned. As quickly as 
possible. 


Though it did nothing to explain that look in her eyes, well hidden, but impossible for him to 
miss. 


A look Nihlus had only seen at the worst of times. 


In the middle of the night, her green eyes flashing open to greet the dark, still wrapped in the 
images of whatever nightmare her mind had thrust her into. Hands trembling as they grabbed 
and clutched to him beneath the covers. Worse than a nightmare. Worse than fear. 


Terror. 


The only word he could think to describe it. The look he hated on her more than anything. 
One he could do nothing to protect her from. Telling him as she looked at Saren again, that 
his mate knew something he didn’t. 


That whatever this was, these things—Jane Shepard has seen them before. 
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Nihlus hadn’t left her side for a second. 


After Saren had dealt with Udina it was like a light had been switched on somewhere inside 
of him. 


Garrus had ordered Wrex and his ground crew to do a final sweep for any remaining 
Cerberus agents with the Alliance team. When Alenko had suggested Jane take a trip to the 
Citadel hospital, Nihlus had snarled at him. “They’ll be busy with a wave of civilians. 
Shepard needs care now.” 


She’d wanted to argue. Though the fuzziness to her thoughts told her it was best to conserve 
her energy. The plan was to make it back to the ship. They’d only made it halfway to the 
elevators before Jane had to give in and lean her weight into Nihlus for support. 


She was dizzy. And the second she did it, Nihlus swept her up to carry, giving a series of 
rapid, dry sounding clicks. 


“Radio Dr. Solus to meet us at the safehouse,” she felt the rumble of his words in his chest as 
he spoke to Garrus. “It’s closer. I have a medical kit there—she needs it now.” 


Garrus was quick to hit the comms button on his tool. Jane listened to the low reverb of his 
voice as she let her head fall to Nihlus’s shoulder. 


“T should’ve taken you back the second you were hit,” she heard him murmur. Followed by 
the soft swipe of his thumb against her cheek. “You’ve lost too much blood.” 


“T’m fine.” The hoarse quality of her voice didn’t back her up. 


Neither did the vague halo that swarmed the edges of her vision. Jane grit her teeth, unwilling 
to let her eyes slip shut. She could feel the wild rhythm of Nihlus’s heart. The shallow, rapid 
rise and fall of his massive chest as he carried her. Things she now knew as signs of a male 
turian in distress. 


She wasn’t sure exactly when they’d gotten in a car. 
When they’d reached Nihlus’s house, or when he carried her inside. 


She knew that Saren was with her. And that the drell assassin seemed oddly dedicated to 
staying close. 


The next thing she knew she was lying on a couch in a sizable living room. 


There was pain in her shoulder. Growing brighter, unbearable, only softened by Nihlus’s deep 
voice, “I know. I’m sorry. I know it hurts.” 


It was hard to find her breath. For a second her mind slipped. Shoving her into a swarm of 
images, of memories and feeling. 


The smell of a batarian’s breath, close to her face. 
Axia’s voice. 
“Good girl.” 


“Garrtus, hold her still. Shit, you’re bleeding too.” Nihlus’s voice, low and dark. Struggling to 
stay in control. 


“Tm fine.” Garrus. 
“Sit down,” Nihlus order. “I won’t hear that again. Saren.” 


The world shifted as she was pulled upright. Heat swarmed her back. Massive hands gripped 
her arms, held them down, a spur catching her shin as she realized she was lying in 
someone’s lap. 


“Be easy, female.” Saren’s voice. “This will help you.” 
Her back arched, or it tried, but the weight of turian muscle kept her pinned. 
“Let it hurt, human. Don’t fight it. Let him do what he needs.” 


A surge of warmth ran out to slick her neck, pooling in the well of her throat. Jane sobbed. A 
sound she hated. One she couldn’t control. 


“Kryik...” Garrus’s voice. 
“Stay down, turian.” The drell spoke somewhere close by. “You won’t help her like that.” 


Saren made a low snarl. “Push the forceps past the bullet and pull! Sparing her pain won’t 
help her!” 


Her sob turned to a scream the second he did it. The pain too bright—too much—shoving her 
down into the dark in an instant. 


The next moments came in snippets. 


The sharp rush of pain as the forceps retreated from her shoulder. The deep, unfamiliar sound 
of Saren purring—purring to her. Metal clattered to the floor, and Nihlus’s warm palm 
cupped her face, smearing something slick and hot across her cheek. 


There was pressure on her shoulder. The cool, soothing feeling of medigel. Saren’s grip on 
her eased. 


“Tet the doctor look.” 


The next thing she knew, she was in bed, surrounded by a swarm of blankets. Heat pressed to 
her injured side. Her pain was softened by the low sound of a purr, the smell of Garrus, his 
warmth, so close now. 


Nihlus was pacing the floor at the foot of the bed. The moment her eyes found him, he 
seemed to sense it, ducking his head to look at her. 


“Jane.” 


He moved quickly to the side of the bed. His mandibles were slid back, tight to his face. 
Though they eased the instant he reached down to card his talons through her hair. Standing 
over her beneath the blankets. 


“How’s your pain?” 
His voice was low. Telling her Garrus must’ve been asleep. 
Jane winced. The only answer she could give. His thumb came to softly stroke her temple. 


“The mech hit you with armor piercing rounds. Two to the shoulder. I was able to get them 
out before the doctor arrived to stop the bleeding. You’ll be okay. Sore for a while—but 
you'll heal.” 


Jane tried to sit up. An action that earned her a quick hiss. Nihlus sat carefully on the bed to 
guide her back down among the sheets. 


“You need rest.” The firmness in his voice left no room to argue. “I don’t want you out of bed 
until morning.” 


“Then lay with me,” she said. A glance at the clock on the nightstand read well past 
midnight. “You need rest too.” 


He gave her a stern look. Green eyes searching her face in the dark. His thumb stroked her 
cheek in a careful line. 


“T don’t want to hurt you,” he said softly. “Any more than I already have.” 
“You don’t hurt me.” Her voice was quiet, warm, just between them. 


Jane moved to reach for his hand—stopped short by the bright flash of pain in her shoulder. 
Making Nihlus whine when she sucked in a breath. The warmth of Garrus’s hand resting over 
her bandage did a lot to soothe the ache when it came. 


Not deterred she slid her other hand across the sheets just to touch him. 
“You help me. Always.” 


His shoulders relaxed a little as he seemed to take in a full breath. His mandibles lowered. 


“Now come here,” she murmured. Liking the way her words made his gaze soften. “Please.” 


Nihlus was gentle as he laid down beside her. Careful as he always was with her. Fully 
mindful of where to stroke, and touch, and press his mouth to give her comfort—and not 
pain. 


She turned her face up to his so their mouths could meet, a soft gesture coming from him, 
making her head swim a little when his dark voice breached the quiet. 


“T love you,” he told her. “Please remember that the next time you decide to take on two 
mechs at once.” 


Jane scoffed softly, mouth still hovering over his when she smiled. “Spectre Kryik, telling me 
to be a little less reckless. Who would believe it?” 


He made a low purr. A quiet laugh. “Anyone who’s ever been mad enough to fall in love.” 
Her eyes grew heavy with the way he stroked her hair. The perfect pressure with his talons. 
After a second of silence she felt his smirk dissipate. When he spoke again his voice was 
serious. 


“T used to fight like I had nothing to lose. Because I didn’t. But now—” He huffed softly, his 
breath a warm ray down her neck. “I'll fight hell not to lose you. That’s all that matters. You 
—Vakarian—you’re all that matters. Wherever you go, I go, Jane.” 


There was weight to his final words. Telling her something, something more, like a reminder. 
That they were in this together. However permanent that where might be. Nihlus didn’t intend 
to lose her. 


Not like that. 
“T love you too.” 
The only words she could think to say. Easily the truest she’d ever spoken. 


Nihlus stroked her hair in a moment of silence, studying her face. “I'll be summoned by the 
Council in the morning. Saren has stalled them tonight—so I could be here when you woke 
up. I imagine they’ Il want to speak with you, too.” His fringe narrowed slightly. “I don’t see 
any way around it.” 


Jane’s eyes fell to his throat, thinking. 
“T can hold them off for the day. You need rest. But that means I won’t be here.” 


She could see by the rapid dial of his pupils the idea wasn’t a pleasant one. Nihlus slid closer, 
bowing over to press his warm mouth to the top of her head. 


“Don’t let Garrus walk around too much. He took a bullet to the thigh.” A brief pause. 
Followed by a low growl. “Arterius will be here. So will Angel’s crew. The drell went to deal 
with Benezia’s pup. So you'll be well protected until I come back to you.” 


Trusting Saren alone with her was a big step for Nihlus. She could tell by the subtle tune of 
his muscle, that slight tension, that it made him uneasy. 


“Promise me you won’t do anything but rest, Jane. You need it.” 


Jane pulled away enough to meet his gaze. Admiring the way his markings looked in the dark 
—the inky color of his plates, and the way it made his green eyes electric against the light of 
the windows. 


He purred quietly when he sensed her noticing him. 
“T promise, big guy. Nothing but rest.” 


His talon came beneath her chin. Holding her gaze to his as he scanned it closely. Relenting a 
second later with a soft, rasping laugh. 


“Jane Shepard.” His dry, heated mouth skimmed down her face. Finding her own with a soft 
press. “You are nothing but trouble.” 


She slept lightly. Constantly aware of the fact Nihlus wasn’t sleeping. Only holding her, 
stroking her uninjured arm with the soft back of his talons. He left just before day cycle lit 
the city. Kissing her forehead before climbing from bed. Leaving her to curl in with Garrus 
for added warmth. 


The next time she woke, full daylight was streaming in around the shut curtains. Garrus made 
a Sleepy huff the second she stretched her legs. Nuzzling his face against her neck. His warm 
hand slid away from her injury to search the empty bed beside her. Looking for Nihlus. 


“He had to address the Council,” she told him quietly. Not wanting to disturb the peace in the 
room. “He’ll be back tonight.” 


“All day?” His voice was that deep, rough sound. Mind melting when it came so close to her, 
twined together in bed. 


She hummed in response. “He’s stalling them. He thinks they’1l want to talk to me. But he 
doesn’t want either of us out of bed until tomorrow.” 


That made Garrus purr. “A day in bed?” His leg slid up between her thighs. Stopping 
abruptly with a sharp hiss. “Shit!—ah, that’s sore.” 


Jane chuckled. Reached with her good hand to cup the side of his face. “Armor piercing 
rounds hurt like a bitch, huh?” 


Garrus gave her a mock click. “I’m so glad we could experience this first together.” His voice 
was wry and dripping with sarcasm. 


Her smile lingered as she turned her face to his, forehead to forehead. “You okay, Angel?” 
she murmured. 


She felt his hand come back to rest tenderly over the wound on her shoulder. Surprising her 
with how light his touch was. Learning to be gentle. 


“Never better, Shepard,” he rumbled. “How bad’s the pain?” 


Jane reached to cover his hand with her own. “Definitely sore. That feels good. Being close 
to you...makes it hurt less.” 


She didn’t understand the logistics of it. Though he didn’t seem surprised. 


“Good.” His forehead pressed a little firmer to hers. Followed up by a lingering kiss. “I’m 
here as long as you need me,” he murmured. “Are you hungry? I could—” 


“Don’t even think about it, Vakarian. You’re off your feet for the day. Nihlus told me you 
took a bullet to the thigh.” 


He made a quiet rasping laugh. “Bossing me around, even from a distance. Typical Kryik,” 
he mused. 


“He’s right, Garrus. You need rest. So does he.” Though Nihlus seemed hell bent on taking 
care of everyone but himself. A fact she intended to mend—the second he was back to her. 


“Yeah,” Garrus said with a huff. “Knowing Kryik he’s long overdue a good night’s rest. 
Gonna have to strap him to the bed to make that happen, though.” 


“Think the both of us could pin him long enough to try?” Jane mused. 
Garrus trilled in amusement. “I don’t know...but I’m liking the thought.” 
She scoffed through her teeth. ““You just want him to call you a brat again.” 


She felt his body climb noticeably with heat, pressed so close to her. His chest rumbled with 
a low purr. “What can I say? I like getting credit for my hard work.” The way his voice grew 
dark, smooth, made her mind a little fuzzy. She felt him give her neck a light sniff. 


“Hmm, if you smell like that, human, you’re going to land us both in trouble,” he purred. 
Jane let her foot skate down to catch in his spur. “Trouble, Angel? I would never.” 


She turned her face up to him. Catching those blue eyes in the soft morning light. A sight she 
found damn hard to look away from. Garrus purred at her noticing. Lifting his chin a little to 
offer her a glimpse of his throat. A subtle relax of his shoulders. 


Before either of them could speak, there was a soft ruffle at the foot of the bed. 


Jane didn’t have time to even stop him. Garrus was up. Grabbing fistfuls of the blankets as 
he shifted to lean over. Fringe narrowing with a low hiss. The second he saw whatever it was, 
he stopped. 


She watched his head cock. Followed by a light trill. A sound she’d never heard from him 
before. 


Jane winced as she sat up, bearing her weight on her good arm to crawl forward to the foot of 
the bed and see...oh. 


She was still sleeping. Curled in a tight ball under the sheets that hung down to the floor. 


“Solus must’ve brought them when he came with the rest of the crew,” Garrus rumbled 
quietly. Still watching the girl on the floor with a curious sort of expression. 


Jane raised an eyebrow. “How long do you think she’s been there?” 


Garrus ducked his head to look at her. “My guess? Probably sneaked in when Kryik left. 
She’s clever, I’Il give her that.” 


Jane exchanged a glance with him before reaching down. Stopped only by Garrus’s hand on 
her forearm. 


“Your shoulder,” he reminded her. 


It was easier for him anyway. He scooped her easily in one arm to bring her up and onto the 
bed. Never stirring her when he did it. 


The kid had to be exhausted. She was still dressed in the white gown Harper likely put on her. 


Jane moved the covers over her when the girl didn’t stir. She felt Garrus’s massive hand come 
to stroke the back of her hair. 


“We should change. Wash off some of this blood,” he told her softly. 


Jane looked down at herself. Realizing all at once she was still dressed in her armor. Before 
she could protest, Garrus cocked back one of his mandibles, holding a hand in surrender. 


“Tt’s a short distance. I can lean on the wall for support. After that—right back in bed. I need 
to message Solana anyway, see if she’s awake. If the kid’s here I bet she is too.” 


Jane let out a slow breath, glancing back at the door. “I'll get us something to eat. Need help 
starting the shower?” she asked. 


Garrus smoothed her hair with his hand before letting her go. “No more than you do, 
Shepard. Bring the food in here. I’ll get the water warm for you.” 


It was easier for her to stand from the bed. She helped him with her good arm, though he 
refused to give her any of his weight, leaning on the nightstand for support. She watched him 
make his way toward the bathroom for a second before glancing back at the kid on the bed, 
quiet as she left the room. 


The living area was quiet. Some of Angel’s crew had passed out on the couch and 
surrounding floor. Aleena was half slumped in the chair facing the muted television. She 


made her way silently into the kitchen, scanning for anything that looked like a pantry. 


Nihlus had always been the one to prep her food. She’d yet to learn her way around his 
kitchen. Jane stood on her toes, reaching with her good arm to open a cabinet, before a low 
voice stopped her. 


“You should be in bed.” 


Jane dropped back on her heels to turn. Saren was standing across the center island, watching 
her closely, holding a rather hefty rifle in one hand. She raised an eyebrow. 


“We need food. I’m hungry.” 
Saren made a low rumble. He shifted closer, bringing his gun up to lay on the counter. 
“And your mate will let you injure yourself to get it. Foolish.” 


Jane scoffed, undeterred by his usual harshness. “His leg is injured. I don’t want him walking 
around.” 


Saren cocked his head. His pale, hard eyes stayed on hers. “That is his duty. Regardless of 
how he feels.” 


Jane frowned. The only argument he gave her time to make before he clicked once. A hard, 
reprimanding sound. 


“Return to bed,” he told her. “Spectre Kryik has sent for your food to be delivered. It will be 
here shortly.” 


Jane watched him gather his gun from the counter. She nodded toward it. ““What’s that for.” 
“Ready, Spectre?” 


She heard the familiar sound of Wrex’s lumbering voice round the corner into the kitchen. He 
was lugging a semi-automatic on his shoulder. A grenade in his other hand. 


“ETA says the driver’s in the perimeter.” 


Jane took in Wrex a second before looking back at Saren. “Oh, come on. The delivery driver? 
You’re going to scare them off before they even drop the food.” 


Saren made a series of rapid clicks that sounded nothing but annoyed. There was a sharpness 
to his eyes—something that almost bordered on enjoyment. 


“Bed,” he ordered. “Now.” 


The final word was emphasized by the jump of his bicep, the swift pump action of his gun as 
he loaded the chamber. He didn’t stick around to let her argue, leading Wrex toward the front 
door. 


Jane watched them go with a dull expression before making her way back toward the 
bedroom. Her stomach was already gnawing at her. Though the promise of a shower—a 
shower with Garrus—sounded just as good. 


There was a ping on her omni-tool as she crossed behind the couch. Jane twisted her wrist to 
glance at it, seeing an unfamiliar ID tag crop up on screen. A short message appeared when 
she tapped it. 


“T’ve lost sight of Liara T’Soni en route to Citadel customs. I imagine she is on her way to 
you. As am I. Stay alert. 


sp 


She only made it halfway through the doorway before she stopped. She could hear the 
shower running in the bathroom. The quiet breath of the child still sleeping at the foot of the 
bed. Sounds made soft by the light carry of the breeze through the curtains. Through the 
window, now open, streaming light into the dim bedroom. Jane let her arm fall to her side. 


She was standing beside the bed. Gazing down at the kid curled beneath the blankets. Though 
her eyes moved to Jane the second she stopped. 


The sound of the bathroom door slid open. She heard Garrus’s footsteps. A normal pace at 
first, then quicker, more urgent. 


“Garrus don’t move.” 


Her voice was low and hushed. Jane didn’t need to look down to see the pistol in the asari’s 
hand. 


“How did you get in here?” There was an edge to Garrus’s voice. A mixture of hate and 
disgust at the mere idea. 


She saw the asari’s grip cinched tight, making her shoulder tense. 


“My handler is right outside.” Jane’s voice was low. Calm. “The second he smells you—he’Il 
kill you.” Garrus made a low growl. “As long as Archangel doesn’t reach you first.” 


She’d seen what they could do to someone they perceived as a threat. It was something Jane 
never wanted to see—or hear—again. 


The asari was quiet. Her blue eyes searched her face, breath shallow and rapid. Angry. 
“They’re like dogs, no? That’s what you humans call them. Then I’II just have to be quick.” 
The asari, Liara, raised her gun. A dead aim. Straight at her. 

Jane didn’t flinch. She held her hand out to keep Garrus at bay, feeling him shift. 


“T’m not going to fight you,” she said. 


All it would take is a fraction of a second. A spark of her field. Thrusting forward, knocking 
the asari back and out of the window. Jane would be faster than her. She was always faster. 


The asari gripped her gun a little tighter. “Why not?” Like an accusation. A demand. 
Jane kept her voice even and cool. “Because it wouldn’t be fair.” 


It wouldn’t. She didn’t know Liara, but she knew that she held that gun like she’d never fired 
it in her life. 


There was a soft ruffle from the bed. A quiet gasp. She sensed the kid move—just an inch. 
Freezing the moment she began to sit up. Causing just a split second, a moment of hesitation 
in Liara, that small glimmer of doubt. 


“Let me move her,” Jane said. Moving her hand to hold it out to the asari with the gun. “She’s 
just a kid.” 


Liara’s blue eyes didn’t leave hers. Her features hard and set. After a moment of hesitation 
she nodded quickly. 


Jane didn’t take her eyes off of the her. Pointing back at Garrus in a way that drew the kid’s 
attention. 


“Go to Angel,” she told her. 
“Jane...” 
“Garrus, please.” 


He wasn’t breathing. She could tell by the low rasp of his voice. Shifting closer a second later 
to gather the kid off the bed. Though he knew in her blood he never once took his eyes off his 
mark. 


He was standing closer now. Close enough, almost. 
“That’s enough. Back up.” 


Though it was Liara that took a step back. Giving ground to the turian now standing just 
beside Jane. 


“Do you want to talk about what’s fair, Shepard?” There was venom in the way she said her 
name. “Then we should talk about my mother. About what you did to her. Was that fair?” 


Jane held her gaze. Speaking low and calm. “I didn’t do anything to your mother. Things 
were...” 


Words failed her for a second. Picked up by Garrus just beside her. “Benezia tried to kill her. 
Spirits, she tried to sell her. Saren did what he had to—" 


“You're lying!” The abrupt shift in Liara’s voice nearly made her jump. Almost. “Spectre 
Arterius tried the same game with me. As if I don’t know my own mother. Saren just wanted 
to get rid of her. Because of you. Whatever she did—it was to defend herself! I’m certain. She 
would never...she wouldn’t...” 


Another moment of hesitation. Seize it. Saren’s voice. 


“You’re confused. You don’t understand. You weren’t there,” Jane said. She felt Garrus tense 
as she extended her hand toward the asari again. This time palm up. “Let me show you.” 


She knew she could. If Axia could do it...take things like that from her mind, she knew Liara 
could too. 


There was a moment of quiet. The flicker of T’Soni’s blue eyes to her hand. The nose of her 
gun hung still. Even. Then, so small it was barely visible, it dipped. 


Garrus didn’t need anything more. The second her aim waved he reached for Jane and pulled 
her behind him. 


The muscle of his forearm pinned her in, caging her there, impossible to push free. 
“Garrus, don’t!” 


Panic flickered. She saw the asari re-aim at him. Just him. Eyes locking in. Glimmering in the 
light of the window. Only to darken a second later as a shadow fell. 


Jane didn’t need to turn. To look away from the gun aimed at Garrus to know that sound. 
That deep, lethal rumble that came from one turian, and one turian only. Jane called out to 
him. 


““Saren—Saren, wait!” 


She saw the absolute terror that fell over Liara the moment she saw him. With only enough 
distance between them for her to get in one shot. And it would take more than one shot to 
stop Spectre Arterius. No matter where it hit. 


He crossed the room in two strides. The gun made a hard clatter as it fell from her hand. She 
made it a half step back before Saren had her. Just one hand to her throat. Lifting her like it 
was nothing. 


The asari’s feet left the ground. He had her through the window in an instant. Dangling her 
over nothing but open air. 


“Saren, stop.” 
Jane tried to push away from Garrus. Only for his arm to squeeze tighter. 


“T have given her a chance, human,” Saren’s voice was harsh and deep. “I won’t give her 
another.” 


There was something frantic clawing up inside of her. A feeling she didn’t understand. 
“She’s just confused. Let me show her—I can—” 
Saren let her go. 


There was only a second. Just a quick flash of the asari’s blue eyes, seeking her. Finding her. 
Gone. 


Jane did the only thing she could think to do. Garrus had reach. But she was quicker, more 
flexible, dropping down to evade his grip and sprinting toward the window. Her hand caught 
the sill when she dove. Reaching for anything. Catching the only thing she could—a dead 
lock on the asari’s open hand. 


Jane’s grip on the window faltered. She felt herself slip. Only to feel the immediate, crushing 
grip of talons on her arm. The sound of Garrus calling her name. There was a pulse of 
something in the air. Sudden heat in her hand. All at once the world around her turned dark. 


Images flashed in front of her. Too rapid to see at once. The sounds of voices, familiar, 
distant, close enough to feel. A thousand in an instant. 


I 


“Human...” 
‘T’m going to get you out of here.” 

“Two years....I’m sure you miss your family.” 
“You don t hurt me.” 

“I’ve always loved that song.” 


That voice. Her voice. A glimpse of a face beside the window. Soft light over piano keys, the 
memory slow in her head as she played it. 


There and gone. 


The memory vanished in a blur of tears as Jane landed on her back, knocking the air from her 
chest. Saren was standing over her. Posture open and aggressive as he faced the asari now 
crumbled on the floor in front of them. 


Liara’s blue eyes were wide and fixed onto her. Breathing wildly. 
“Shepard...” Garrus was there. Helping her to her feet. 


Saren was thrumming. A sound so beyond anger it made her blood stand on end. Warning her 
like an instinct—predator. 


“T will give you sixty seconds,” His voice was dark and low—rough with that same rage. “If I 
catch your scent when that time is over, I will hunt it. And there will be no one there to beg 


for your mercy a second time.” She saw the slow flex of his arm as his hand balled in a fist. 
“Go,” he rasped. “Now.” 


Jane felt Garrus stagger as he pulled her up. She winced, feeling pain flare in her shoulder. 
Saren gave a low snarl as Liara made fast work of scrambling to her feet. All three of them 
watching her leave through the door. 


After a moment of silence came Saren’s low rumble. 
“Auman.” 


He didn’t turn to her. The low quality of his voice making her fall still. He was angry. That 
much she knew. 


“We will discuss this later,” he snarled. ““Wash yourself. You reek of blood.” 
He ducked his head. Giving her the brilliant flash of his profile against the morning light. 
“You protected your mate with your life, Vakarian. Well done.” 


Neither said anything when he left. She felt Garrus’s hand brush the top of her injured 
shoulder. 


“You’re bleeding,” he said softly. 


Jane continued to stare through the window for a moment. Finally turning to assess him for 
herself. 


“So are you.” 


They were alone in the room now. Wherever the kid had gone—she’d done it quickly and 
quietly. She watched Garrus move to the window to refasten the lock. Hissing beneath his 
breath about Nihlus’s lack of proper security. 


Something she had no doubt he’d get an earful of by both turians later. 


She didn’t protest when Garrus took her hand and drew her back toward the shower. The 
water was still warm. Steam filling the room as they took turns undressing each other and 
stepping in under the steady stream. 


For a minute or so neither of them did anything. Garrus leaned back against the wall and 
pulled her to his chest. They stood together beneath the current. Wrapped in warmth, and 
steam, and each other. When his voice breached the silence it was quiet. 


“What did you see?” She felt his talons come to comb smoothly through her hair. “Whenever 
you touched the beacon—whatever you saw, you saw it again. I know that look on you, 
Shepard. What was it?” 


Jane kept her head on his chest a second longer. Listening to the steady rhythm of his heart. 
“T don’t want to tell you,” she said softly. 


His talons ceased their movement—only to resume a moment later. “That bad?” he rumbled. 


Jane nodded wordlessly. Not missing the way his breath grew shallow. Though he purred for 
her anyway. 


“Whatever it is,” he told her, “I won’t let it happen. Not ever. I’ve got you, Shepard.” 


Jane turned her face up to him. Reaching with her good hand to cup the scarred side of his 
face. Holding his gaze with purpose. “Neither will I,” she said. 


More than just words. 
A promise. 
Whatever they were. Whatever she’d seen. Fearing them wasn’t an option. 


“Youre not scared of her... They are.’ 


It was her greatest advantage. If Saren was right, if they were afraid of her, if they knew they 
might lose like Harper said they would, maybe she could end whatever this was before it 
even began. 
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She could hear the shower running when she woke. 


The clock on the nightstand read half past midnight. Garrus was sound asleep beside her. And 
the lump on the foot of the bed told her the kid had settled back into her spot after spending 
the last few hours in hiding. Together they’d slept on and off for most of the day. 


Jane was quiet as she rose from bed—careful not to stir either as she felt her way toward the 
sealed bathroom door. She didn’t knock when she reached it, slipping in, greeted by the warm 
wrap of steam. 


His back was to her. Hand braced on the slick tile with his head bowed, letting water run 
down his back in silence. Jane pulled her t-shirt off and slipped out of her underwear. Her feet 
padded softly across the floor as she made her way to him. 


Nihlus didn’t turn when she stepped in. She didn’t give him the chance, wrapping her arms 
around him from behind, leaning in to let her head rest against his back. 


“T missed you today,” she told him. 


Nihlus was quiet a second longer. She felt him reach with his other hand to rest over hers, 
stroking a soft line down his chest, expanding with a shallow inhale. 


“Jane...” 
The deep rumble of his voice. 


When he moved it was sudden. His grip squeezed hers, turning, moving in over her. He 
reached to take her face in both of his hands. The brilliant color of his eyes roamed her gaze. 
An almost urgent look. 


Wrong. 
Something was wrong. 


His breath was over hers in an instant. Warm as he kissed her. Pressing his body to hers 
beneath the steady stream of water. When he broke away he didn’t pull back. Lingering close 
as he spoke. 


“Do you trust me?” 


Jane didn’t even hesitate. She nodded. Eyes flickering down to his bare chest, slick with 
steam. 


“With my life,” she told him. 


His talons arched a little in her wet hair. He kissed her again. Guiding her back against the 
wall. His hand came to grip her naked thigh with that same urgency she’d seen on his face, 
guiding it up to hook her foot in his spur. 


“T won’t ever let anything happen to you, Shepard. Whatever happens. You’re safe with me.” 
His heated palm skated up her leg to take hold of her hip. Pulling her to him. Like all he 
needed was to be close to her. To surround her completely. 


Jane pulled back enough to meet his gaze. Nihlus’s wild green eyes were stark in the dim 
lights. 


“Nihlus...” She didn’t pull away any further, letting him stay close to her in the way she 
knew he needed. “What is it?” 


His breathing was shallow as he studied her. Though it eased the moment she put her hand on 
his chest. Slowing with a low trill. 


“They’re suspicious of you,” he said. “The Council thinks you had a hand in what happened 
on the Citadel. Udina mentioned you in his broadcast. When they summon you tomorrow...” 


Nihlus trailed off with a low growl. His green eyes sharpened—a deadly look on the Spectre. 
Zeroing in on her with immediate focus. 


“T don’t trust them. They may want to do more than just talk. But I swear to you, Jane—” He 
shifted over her again. Shielding her. “Whatever they decide—you’re free. Nothing will 
change that. You don’t belong to anyone.” 


Jane reached to cover his hand with her own. “Just you,” she said. 
His lethal gaze flashed to her throat at the mention. Dilating under the low lights. 
“T trust you,” she told him again quietly. “Whatever happens.” 


Nihlus was quiet for a solemn moment. Exhaling a second later with a collapse of his 
massive chest. Letting his forehead bow to rest against hers. 


“You're tired,” she said. Not a question. And he didn’t protest. 
“Have you eaten today?” 


A lingering second of silence. Followed by a soft huff. “No.” His voice was a deep, low 
rumble. 


Jane reached to shut off the water, guiding him out into the infrared drier without a word. She 
pulled a set of clean clothes from the walk-in attached to the bathroom before retrieving 
something for him. He was still soaking up the heat from the drier when she brought them 
over. 


There were still leftovers in the fridge. Nihlus went with her when she headed to get them, 
taking the container of whatever Garrus had eaten earlier from her hands the moment she had 
it. 


“Sit down,” he told her. 
Jane scoffed. “Not until you do, big guy.” 


Nihlus studied her with a cock of his head. Relenting with a low, almost chuckle. “I should 
remind you, only one of us is injured, human.” 


He snared her by the waist, mindful of her shoulder as he pulled her into his lap on a stool at 
the counter. 


“And only one of us has gone twenty-four hours without food or sleep, Spectre,” Jane shot 
back. Dragging the container of takeout to him across the counter. Likely closer to two days, 
at this point. A fact that worried her deeply. 


He didn’t seem to have it in him to argue. Quick to dig into the food cold, downing it faster 
than he normally ate. When he was finished he reached for one of the water packets on the 
counter and took a long drink. Then pulled her in to rest against his chest with a purr. 


She let him stroke her hair for several minutes in silence. Finally she heard him huff. 
“There’s a pup in our bed,” he said with some amusement. 


Jane chuckled. Listening to the dark reverb of his voice, pressed to her ear. “She needs a 
bath.” 


Nihlus made a deep trill in agreement. “And clean clothes. I bought her a pair—they’re on 
the dresser in the bedroom.” 


Her hand slid to brace against his chest as she pulled away to look up at him. He cocked his 
head curiously, looking down at her. A second later she gripped his cowl and pulled him to 
her. Resting her forehead against the side of his smooth mandible. 


“You’re a good guy, Nihlus.” 


She heard him exhale a little suddenly. For a moment he was still. A second later he moved to 
cup the back of her head with his heated palm, carding his talons through her hair. 


“Thank you.” His voice was a warm hum. Almost quiet. 


They sat in silence for a minute before Jane heard a noise from the living room. She turned to 
see Aleena rustling in her chair, sitting up to reach for the remote with her eyes on the TV 
screen. 


“Hey, Scorpio.” 


The sound of her name drew Nihlus’s attention. 


“You’re on TV.” 


Jane shifted. Feeling something cold drop in her stomach. Nihlus purred to her, gripping her 
bicep with a soft squeeze. Things she barely sensed as she slid from his lap and padded into 
the living area. 


She gripped the back of the couch when she turned to face the screen. There was a 
newscaster speaking. Though she couldn’t hear them. Her mind focused on one thing—and 
one thing only. 


Jane watched herself on the reel. The grainy flare of fire as two rounds hit her shoulder. The 
way her head rolled back, the sudden, blank expression on her face. Then—blood. 


She watched her knees hit the floor. There was a pulse, like something had been detonated, 
sending every soldier, every mech still standing in front of her hard against the wall, dead in 
an instant. In a fucking second. 


“Goddess, Scorpio.” Aleena’s voice was distant. At least to Jane. “That’s...impressive.” 


Jane’s eyes fell to the caption scrolling below the reel on screen. Friend or Foe? Warhead on 
the Citadel—Who Is She Really? 


Jane had never seen...never seen what she looked like when she... 
Nihlus snarled. Snatching the remote from Aleena and switching the television off. 


Her grip tightened on the back of the couch. Thoughts drifting farther away, still staring at the 
now black screen. 


“That reporter,” Jane’s voice was flat—distant. “She must’ve...” 


Her words dropped off. Nihlus prowled closer to the television. He was utterly silent as he 
stood. Still. Deadly from the Spectre. A kind of calm that meant something dangerous. That 
Nihlus was fucking angry. 


He made a sound. Deep. A slow, rolling growl, low in his chest. 
She saw the flex of his bicep as his hand choked into a fist. 
“Nihlus.” 


Whatever he was thinking, whatever that sound meant, the reason his green eyes were zeroed 
in on the dark screen, “Don’t,” she said. 


Jane had seen it for herself. More than once. With the doctor on Noveria. With Xilo... 
Nothing bit harder, slashed deeper, shot faster, than Nihlus angry. 


He ducked his head to look at her. His sharp eyes honed in, fixed on her face in a second. 
Chest broadening as he took in a breath. 


“We’re leaving,” he said. “Tonight.” 
Jane frowned. “What?” 
Nihlus turned to face her fully. “The Council was struggling to trust you already.” 


His mandibles slid back, pulled in, showing the razor edge of his teeth. Making his green 
eyes deadly. 


“Without the trust of the people on the Citadel, you lose your best defense.” 
“So you want me to run?” 
A small amount of heat flared up inside of her at the idea. A spark of something. 


“T’ll deal with the reporter once you’re safe on the ship,” his voice stayed even. Calm. 
Absolutely lethal. 


“No 99 


A small amount of heat stung the air. Silence. Not even the low rumble of his subvocals. Just 
those green eyes, deadly and focused on her. 


“No?” 
Jane held his gaze, unwavering. 


“Do you have any idea what the Council could do to you, Jane?” He held his posture. The 
straight, commanding line of his shoulders, hands closed at his sides. “If even one of them 
suspects you’re involved with Cerberus—after seeing what you can do—do you really think 
they’ll let you walk free?” 


Jane’s breath was growing shallow. Faster. “I’m not running away. I’m not a coward.” 


If they ran now, it would only make her look guilty. And Nihlus...Saren. It would ruin them. 
Ruin everything they’d worked so hard to achieve for themselves. For her. 


The small amount of heat grew. She heard Nihlus rumble. Watched him shift closer to her as 
she came to stand in front of him. Not backing down. She saw his shoulders ease back in 
response. The broadening of his chest. A clear display of his size. A challenge. 


That same heat on the air grew sweltering. 


His heat, she realized. Not a challenge. All things she knew the second she stood closer. 
Holding his gaze. Seeing the way his pupils burned away the color of his eyes. Engorged as 
he took her in. His body burning with heat. Heat for her. 


She was telling him no. Pushing back. And Nihlus liked it. 


“Tf they think I’m with Cerberus—fine,” she told him. “Let’s show them that I’m not.” 


She would be lying if she said it was easy to keep her eyes on his face. Away from the subtle 
flex of his chest as it rose with shallow air. The impressive, broad line of his shoulders, the 
way his throat tightened with a deep rumble. A sound so low she almost couldn’t hear. 


“How?” he rasped. 


There was no give to his voice. Clearly unconvinced. His darkened eyes stayed steadily on 
hers. 


“There’s footage of me out there. With Axia. With Benezia. And Harper...” 
“The world is watching.” The Illusive Man had said it himself. 


“He had us on a fucking CT the entire time,” she said. “I’m sure Archangel could dig up 
more than enough to change their minds.” 


“Jane...” his voice was a little softer when he moved to stand over her. His palm was burning 
when it reached to rest on her uninjured arm. Squeezing softly. “Are you sure?” 


Jane held his gaze. Feeling her jaw flutter. “I’m tired of running, Nihlus. If the Citadel wants 
to know who I am—I’11 show them.” 


She wasn’t afraid anymore. No matter what happened, no matter what anyone else thought, 
she knew she had them. Nihlus, Garrus, Saren. That was all that mattered. 


Nihlus made a dark rumble. Jane lost the battle against impulse, letting her gaze fall to his 
chest. 


“T won’t let them take you if it comes to that,” Nihlus said. Absolute. 
Jane nodded. “Just...don’t do anything—” 
“Reckless?” he finished. 


Jane gave a voiceless scoff. Those impossibly dark eyes were staring down at her when she 
met his gaze again. Tracking her with predatory precision. 


“Yeah, Spectre.” Her voice was a little breathless at the sight. “It’s your turn to stay out of 
trouble.” 


That breathless feeling grew worse when Nihlus purred. A dark, luring sound. “That’s never 
been my strong suit,” he said. 


Jane shook her head, feeling the corner of her mouth torque with a smirk, looking away from 
him. “Come on.” She grabbed his hand. Taking him back through the kitchen. 


There was a kid in their bed. And she didn’t want to wake Garrus, at the risk of making his 
bleeding worse. But she knew Nihlus wouldn’t sleep if they crawled into bed—not now. Not 
when he was still angry. And still...needed her. 


He didn’t say anything as he followed her. Letting her lead him by the hand toward one of the 
spare rooms she knew was empty. She didn’t bother with the lights before leading him over 
to the bed. Before she could reach it Nihlus snared her by the waist, pulling her back against 
him. He nuzzled in against the side of her face. 


“Can you handle this with your shoulder?” he asked. Blinding her reason a little as his mouth 
trailed warm presses down the side of her neck. 


Jane exhaled, leaning into him. Feeling heat build inside of her. “I don’t have to move it. Just 
don’t touch it. I’Il tell you if it hurts.” 


Nihlus made a low purr. She felt the edge of his talons tease their way up her outer thigh, 
guiding her oversized t-shirt up along her hip. “Vakarian will need you in the morning if you 
smell like me," he murmured against her skin. 


“In the morning he’II be able to move his leg without bleeding...” her words trailed off into a 
soft pant the second his talons moved across the v of her upper thigh, the curved back of his 
middle finger teasing its way down between her legs. 


“A safe call,” the dark rasp of his voice made her thoughts swirl. “When you smell this good, 
he’d be in a frenzy. So sweet, female.” A point proven with the race of his hot tongue across 
his mark on her neck. She felt his talon grow slick as he continued to pet her slowly. 
“Completely irresistible.” 


She ran her hand up his forearm. Feeling the muscle there as his talon stroked smooth lines 
against that perfect spot. Jane swallowed a moan. 


“Tell me what you want, Jane.” His voice was warm and low against her throat. Making her 
knees a little weak with the way he held her against him. 


“T want to know how much you like it when I tell you no,” she said breathlessly. 


His chest rumbled. A sound too low for her to hear. His body was burning against hers. Jane 
felt his arm slide free from her waist, taking her good hand, guiding it back, lower, across the 
muscle of his thigh, until she could feel him. That warm, heavy feeling of his cock, pressed 
between them. 


“Why don’t you tell me, Scorpio?” 
His voice was dark and low. Lethal. 


Her breath collapsed as his stroking picked up in pace. Causing her hand to squeeze around 
him. To draw that lurid purr from him that made her mind melt completely. 


She gave a breathless laugh. He was holding most of her weight now. Though he didn’t seem 
to mind. 


“You're not going to call me a brat, Spectre?” 


She felt his chest broaden against her with an inhale. Giving her a series of low, predatory 
clicks. Jane nearly whined when he pulled his hand from between her legs. Gripping her by 
the waist. 


“A brat?’ 


The climbing heat of his body was impossible to ignore. Growing as he pushed his thigh 
between her legs. Forcing them farther apart. 


“Oh, but you’re not a brat, Shepard.” 


There was no warning before he had her beneath him. A quick shove of his thigh to push her 
down on the bed, kneeling over her. His arm barred across her chest to hold her. His other 
hand came to brace on the mattress. Caging her there. Completely at his mercy. 


His voice was a dark, dry rasp in her ear. 
“You're a little fucking renegade, that’s what you are.” 


Her back bowed as he pressed against her. Rewarding her with the firm, heated feeling of his 
erection. Ready and waiting to fill her. 


Jane gasped his name. The only plea she could manage. 


Nihlus reared back on the bed, drawing her up against him. Hand coming to grip her thigh 
firmly with command. 


“You do what you want. I couldn’t stop you if I tried.” There was a ragged quality to his 
voice. Telling her exactly how much he liked it. 


“You'd tell the Council no if you wanted to.” 


Nihlus’s hand wandered upward, teasingly slow, passing over her breast, sliding up to take 
her throat in his grasp. Not squeezing. Only covering. A possessive gesture. 


His low voice filled her ear, coiling in the dark “They have no idea how to make a renegade 
behave.” 


It was this part of him. This darker side, the part that scared her, that could seize control, 
dominate the moment in a way she never understood. She fucking loved it. 


She knew it should make her feel something. Bring her back into those memories of real fear, 
of having no control. 


Instead it made her feel...safe. A moment in time when Jane didn’t have to be afraid. To 
wonder or worry, or be ready for anything bad to come. All she had to do was let go. Let him 
hold her. Knowing with certainty that whatever came next would be with love. With care. 
And that Nihlus would never hurt her. 


“Tell me to stop at any time and I will,” he murmured to her softly. 


Jane nodded, panting feverishly, “Don’t stop.” 


She’d meant what she said earlier. She was completely, totally and fully, his. She wanted this 
side of him as much as the others. 


Nihlus responded with a low purr. Moving his index talon to run a line down her lower lip. 


“Good, Jane. I know what a renegade like you needs, Shepard. I can smell it on you... so wet 
for me.” 


In an easy maneuver Nihlus pushed his talon in past the seal of her lips. The deadly edge 
stroked her tongue, as if to feel its softness. 


His other hand moved with ease between her legs. Talon returning to its place against that 
spot that made her moan. 


Jane leaned into him, feeling his chest rise and fall against her back. A feeling that grew more 
rapid, sweltering, as he continued to stroke her. Sliding his hand up her throat to further 
expose it to him. She felt him pant lightly against the side of her neck. 


“T bet I can make you say ‘yes’, Scorpio.” 


The pleasure between her legs was mounting. Growing stronger as he continued to pet her. 
Talon slick against her heated skin. Her gaze was fixed on his forearm, the way it flexed, 
rested over her thigh as he held her against him. 


Her blood stood on end as his razor teeth grazed the exposed skin of her shoulder. 
“Does that feel good?” he asked darkly. 


Jane reached to grab onto him. To hold any part of him as his stroking grew faster. “Yes.” She 
rose up on her knees a little. Still straddling him in reverse. Nihlus’s favorite position to take 
her, she’d discovered. 


He purred for her when she answered. A single, low sound of praise. “Do you want to come 
for me?” 


His words were electric. Spearing through her with a spike of need. Bringing her higher, right 
there. So fucking close. 


“Nihlus...” her voice was breathless. “Yes.” 


The race of his heated, dry tongue along her throat. Tasting her, the dampness of her sweat. 
Those two red lines that told her she was his. 


“Good, Jane... so good for me.” 
Her head fell back against his shoulder. Every nerve, every ounce of her blood standing on 


end. He was touching her perfectly. Precise. Deadly. Her pleasure inescapable as he 
continued a steady rhythm. 


“Do you want me inside of you, female?” 
Her breath collapsed. Leaving her with hardly enough air to croak out another, “Yes.” 


His hand bearing her throat moved away, coming between them. Eager for what he was about 
to do, Jane rose up, giving him room to move his zipper down, instantly rewarded by the 
gratifying spring of his cock up against her belly. 


He did nothing to stop her when she reached to take it in her hand. Though the immediate 
jump at her touch, the way it began dripping come like it was too full to hold more, told her 
how badly he needed it. Needed her. 


His hands moved to her waist, holding her firmly. Guiding her shirt up over her hips to 
expose her to him fully. She felt the flex of his thighs as he rose up enough that he could 
move against her. The teasing drag of his rigid cock between her legs. He did it once before 
drawing back to align with her. 


There was no composing herself the second he breached her. Slow at first. Giving her body 
time to adjust to his size. Pleasure burned through her the moment he began to rock against 
her, working in a little more. 


He made a low, lurid trill. Nuzzling his face against hers, now turned to the crook of his neck. 


“So tight, female,” he rasped. “My cock has been full for you all day.” A ragged breath as he 
pushed in deeper. His middle talon moved back between her legs to draw another moan from 
her. A sob of want as he began to fuck into her slowly at the same time. 


“Can you feel it?” he panted. Talons squeezing her waist. His next thrust was more firm, a 
commanding buck into her. 


“Yes,” she gasped. 
“You can take me deeper, can’t you?” 


That was all it took. She arched against him with a collapsing moan as her climax swept in. 
“Nihlus—yes. Please, gods—” 


He gave her a low purr. Hand moving up from her waist to cup her breast beneath her shirt. 
Pushing in deeper. 


“T love it when you beg for my cock.” A soft grunt. He began fucking into her with steady 
rhythm. “Like it’s not already yours,” he purred. 


Her second orgasm was merciless. All consuming. Making it hard to breathe. 
“Like I wouldn’t give you anything you asked—the second you asked for it.” 


She felt his bicep flex against her as she collapsed into him, giving him her full weight. She 
could feel him in her belly. A fact he acknowledged for himself when his hand drifted lower. 
Pressing against her abdomen with a hushed growl. 


“You take me so deep—fuck I can feel it,” he panted. Followed by another growl. A low 
snarl. Dropping down to brace his hand on the mattress in front of her. Bucking into her more 
feverishly. 


Heat washed up inside of her. The telltale sign his body was giving into her. Filling her. She 
felt his cock jerk as he came. Stiffening further with need. 


His arm was barred across her chest to hold her against him. Not letting her shoulder bear 
weight. His tongue came to race a hot trail across the marks on her throat. 


“T can taste myself on you, female.” His voice dropped to something deeper. Rougher. “You 
taste like us.” She felt the muscle of his chest flex with a slow, lurid trill. A wordless 
statement—one she now knew, deep in her body. A claim. 


Ours. 


“You can come again for me, Jane.” He panted against the nape of her neck. “I know you 
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can. 


She couldn’t manage more than a nod, bowing her head forward as she made a hoarse moan. 
Riding the movement of his body bucking against hers from behind. Her legs were shaking 
despite Nihlus holding most of her weight. 


She arched her back enough to allow him to push farther in. The low burn as he stretched her. 
Quickly igniting into more pleasure. 


The second she came Nihlus snarled over her. She saw his talons grip the bedsheet. Felt the 
tighten of his narrow stomach as his muscle jumped. The heavy jerk of his cock inside of her 
releasing a flood of heat. 


“Jane—” he growled. An almost mad sound. Rearing up on his knees again to hold her 
against him. The heaving movement of his chest sent hot rays of breath down her neck. 


“Take what you want from me, female.” His panting grew feverish. Animal. Still rutting into 
her. “Spirits, your body demands so much. I fucking love it. Take it, Jane. It’s yours.” 


He was still coming. So much she could feel it ready to drip out and down her inner thigh. 
The swollen base of his erection breached her quickly. Filling her completely. Holding it in. 


The second he was entirely inside of her he collapsed forward again. Still careful as he held 
her. Laying her down on her uninjured side to curl beside her. 


His climax hadn’t finished. Something she’d come to expect. And even like—most of all the 
way he’d lay with her while it happened. Panting and half curled over her, stroking some part 
of her. Her hair, her stomach, the side of her neck as his hand covered her throat. 


She’d nearly drifted off by the time he slipped out of her. She missed the feeling the second 
he did. So used to the feeling of falling asleep with one of them inside of her. Though she’d 
miss sleeping with Garrus on her other side even more. 


Nihlus was careful as he lifted her from the bed and carried her back to their bedroom. Both 
the kid and Garrus were where she’d left them. The second her head hit the pillow she felt 
Garrus stir, sliding closer to curl around her beneath the blankets, Nihlus laying down behind 
her, just as eager to move in for warmth. 


Garrus gave her a sleepy huff. Followed by a quiet sniff. She felt his hand grip a little tighter 
on her hip. Bristling. 


“Easy, Vakarian,” Nihlus rasped quietly. “I'll feed the pup in the morning. You’re off your leg 
until then.” 


Garrus answered with nothing but a gruff rumble. A soft nuzzle against her neck. His breath 
falling deep again a second later. Unsurprisingly, Nihlus was quick to follow suit. 


Jane slept hard. Dreamless. Nihlus had made good on his word to Garrus. When she woke 
she found herself alone with him in the bed. A sight that had her body rather eager for their 
morning ritual of letting him down between her legs to lick her the way he loved. 


Something he seemed just as ready for, the second he stretched and rolled over her. 
Squeezing her just a little too tightly to his chest. 


“Jane.” 


His voice was that deep, groggy rumble. There was no hiding how badly he needed her. The 
warm, firm feeling of his heavy erection pressed against her outer thigh told her exactly. He 
lapped once at her bandaged shoulder before giving another to the mark on her neck. 


The second she rolled over onto her back he began to purr. More than eager to move down 
and put his head between her thighs. 


He liked it that she tasted like Nihlus. A part of turian biology she might never understand. 
Though she could tell by how quickly his hand jumped to his erection the second she panted, 
“Touch yourself.” 


His breath was fervent, hot against her wet skin. Panting lightly when she reached to grab his 

fringe. His tongue expert—exact. That deadly sniper precision. It didn’t take her long to give 

him what he wanted. Writhing as her thighs squeezed, trapping him there, forcing him to taste 
her as her climax swept in. 


The moment it eased she pulled up on his fringe. Jane panted his name. “Garrus...” 


He trilled, coming over her immediately. Sliding his hand beneath the crook of her knee to 
guide her leg up toward her body. Giving him that deeper angle. Jane let her head roll back as 
he aligned with her. Offering her throat to him the way Nihlus had taught her. Letting him 
nuzzle in to scent himself. 


They exhaled together when he breached her. The head of his slick erection pushing in slowly 
to give her time to adjust. 


“So warm, female,” he trilled softly. She felt his dry mouth run across his mark on her skin as 
he began to rock against her. 


She could tell he needed it. That he was doing his best to hold back and not hurt her. Though 
the way his words quickly dropped into nothing but purrs and low growls told her he was lost 
in that very need. In feeling her. 


Jane stroked the back of his neck as he moved on top of her. The way his body felt, heated 
and warm, solid muscle pressed against her, was enough to drive her up and over the edge 
again in a matter of seconds. 


The moment she came he was spilling into her. Grunting softly against her neck. One hand 
gripping her waist as the other carded through her hair, lifting her face to his, to bring their 
mouths together, breath mingling as he trilled, “I love you”. Words that flooded her body 
with warmth. 


He settled down on top of her for several minutes. Jane fell in and out of light sleep again 
until he finally woke her with a soft purr. Carrying her to the shower to wash off. 


By the time both of them emerged, most of the crew was up and moving around the house. 
She caught sight of Saren standing near the kitchen counter—with Nihlus just opposite. The 
sleek narrow of his fringe told Jane he wasn’t happy. 


“Kryik.” 


Garrus called over to him. Nihlus ducked his head, turning the moment his eyes landed on 
her. 


“You should’ve told me. About Benezia’s pup—the second it happened.” 


His words were firm, but not harsh. The only look in his eyes was concern, roaming her face 
as he came over to her, tilting her face up to his as he looked her over. 


“I’m alright,” she told him. “And you needed to sleep—not stay up all night worrying. I was 
going to tell you this morning.” 


Nihlus’s gaze shifted to Garrus, still worried. 

“She came in through the window,” Garrus told him “She must’ve scaled the ledge.” 
“An unacceptable lapse in security.” Saren’s low voice came from behind him. 
Nihlus’s eyes constricted, moving back to her. “Agreed.” 

“Tf the human is going to spend time here—your equipment will be updated.” 


Garrus rumbled, shifting behind her. “We should look into more than just equipment. I was 
thinking last night the glass itself is still a weak point. So is the front door.” 


Saren made a low rumble. “Well thought, Vakarian. We should assess any weak points in the 
structure itself.” 


“Tf you want to talk glass—I know a guy.” Aleena’s voice carried in from the living room. 
Followed by Wrex’s deep, “Be happy to test it for you myself.” 


Jane frowned. “TI think that’s a little over the top.” 


The sudden silence that fell between the three turians was unnerving. Finally Garrus broke it 
with a light purr. 


“Shepard, sweetheart,” She felt the weight of his forearm drop over her shoulder. Pulling her 
a little closer. “Indulge us.” 


Nihlus held her gaze when she looked back at him. Utterly serious. “I want to know you’re 
safe when you’re here,” he said. “I won’t accept anything less.” 


When her attention shifted to Saren, his steel eyes were unmovable. Telling her he wouldn’t 
back down. Jane held up a hand in defeat. 


“Fine,” she relented. “I trust you.” 


Before any of them could respond she heard a ping on her omni-tool. Jane dropped her gaze 
and twisted her arm to glance at it. 


“What is it?” Garrus peered over the top of her head. 
Jane’s present frowned deepened. “A Council summons.” 
The silence then was heavy. 

After a second or two Nihlus made a rapid growl. 


“Then we do as planned.” His green eyes were fixed on her tool as he spoke. “Angel, you 
have a tag on Shepard’s face. Send me any vids you’ve found of her on the extranet. We’ ll 
need them at the summons.” 


Garrus clicked. ‘““What for?” 


She felt him look at her. A gesture she found hard to return until he said her name. His blue 
eyes softened when they met hers. 


“Nihlus thinks theyll want to do more than just talk with me. He says they don’t trust that 
I’m not involved with Cerberus.” 


His mandibles dropped. She saw something—brief horror cross over him—before steeling 
into something else. Something wild. Something that worried her. A lot. 


“Kryik...” His gaze darted to Nihlus. 


“Tt’s our best chance, pup.” 


Garrus growled. “We should’ ve /eft. If there’s even a chance they’II arrest her, we should’ve 
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“T’m not running away,” Jane cut in. 


“Because you’re not a coward,” Saren clicked. He shifted closer, almost between Garrus and 
Nihlus. “The human is right. Running makes her look guilty. She has a right to defend her 
honor.” 


“She could be taken from us,” Garrus snarled. He was thrumming now. Shifting closer to the 
eldest turian. Clearly unafraid—at least in the moment—to offer him a challenge. 


“Never,” Nihlus hissed. Voice easily the coolest between them. His eyes zeroed in on Garrus 
as Garrus ducked his head to look at him. “I won’t allow it. If it comes to that...” 


Nihlus trailed away. There was no missing the way his gaze flickered to Saren. Held it for a 
moment. A silent exchange. Like an acknowledgement between the two males. A secret— 
one only they knew. One that made her gut sink. 


“T’m not going anywhere,” Jane said firmly. “There’s more than enough vid footage of me 
with Axia. Even with Harper. As long as you have it, Garrus, they have no reason to suspect 
me. We can show them.” 


He wasn’t looking at her. Those blue eyes now fixed on Nihlus. Sounds passing between 
them that her translator couldn’t pick up. It felt like minutes before Garrus’s posture eased. 
His shoulders dropped a little and his talons furled shut. 


“T’ll send the footage I have to Kryik. Just...Jane...” he didn’t look at her. “Promise me you 
won’t watch it.” 


That sinking feeling in her gut grew worse. She swallowed once before nodding. He tore his 
gaze from Nihlus to come back to her. Taking her face in both of his hands. 


“T’ll have my ship on standby to leave the dock. Ill be in a car right outside. All you’ ll need 
to do is make it out of the tower. Whatever happens—I’ll get you out of there, Shepard. I 
swear it.” 


Jane reached up to give his forearm a squeeze. 
“T’ll be alright, Angel,” she promised. “You’re not going to lose me.” 
The edge to his gaze told her he was anything but convinced. 


Jane didn’t know much about the Council. Though she’d gleaned from Nihlus’s comments 
that it was a knives out affair. A political dog fight, he’d called it. 


Judging by whatever private agreement Nihlus and Saren seemed to have—she suspected that 
would be an understatement, if her planned failed. 


For the Council’s sake, she could only hope that it wouldn’t. 


Chapter End Notes 


Who could've guessed Nihlus likes them bad >;) 


Trigger 


Chapter Notes 


Our darling DragonFly has the Garrus tax 
https://www.deviantart.com/dragonfly 113286 1/gallery 
A little thirst trap, for your viewing pleasure >;) 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Nihlus watched her, face turned to gaze out at the passing Citadel as they approached the 
Council tower. 


“There’s reporters.” 
Her voice was still. A quiet hum. Giving away nothing. Garrus purred to her. 


“Pulling up to a Council summons in a Spectre’s luxury car with three turians on your six. 
You are making an entrance, Shep.” 


Nihlus watched her green eyes scan the gathering of people below. Scenting a small amount 
of her stress in the air. His voice dropped between them as he leaned in to trill softly, “Don’t 
say anything to them. You don’t owe them your time.” 


Jane didn’t answer. Though a second later she moved her hand to rest on the top of his thigh. 
A warm touch—one he covered with his own. 


“T see Alliance regalia near the door,” Saren’s voice scorched the silence from the front seat. 
“We have company.” 


Nihlus rumbled quietly, fringe narrowing. “I should’ve known.” 


“This is crazy, Jane. We should be on a ship out of here by now.” Garrus shot Jane a look past 
him. His blue eyes sharp in the dim cabin. “Are you sure you want to do this?” 


“T’m sure, Garrus.” Her voice was that straight cut. A sound Nihlus now knew as immovable. 
Words she meant in her blood. Though it softened a little when she looked over at him. “You 
alright?” 


Garrus studied her in brief silence before chuffing. Rubbing the back of his neck. “As good 
as I can be, watching the woman I love stand in front of a hostile council through a rifle 
scope, with no guarantee that I’ll see her again.” It was his turn to gaze out the window. 
“You're keeping your comms on. All of you.” 


Nihlus made a dark purr. Hoping to ease him, at least a little. “That rifle’s a collectable, pup. 
Be gentle.” 


Vakarian gave him a hard click. “Don’t think flirting will save you, Spectre,” he rumbled. 


“The Council isn’t hostile, Garrus. We don’t know that yet.” Jane’s husky voice warmed the 
air. 


Garrus didn’t look at her when he rumbled again. Sharp eyes dialing in on the platform as 
they lowered. “If we don’t know, Shepard—they re hostile.” 


Spoken like any bonded male. Uncertainty was the unknown. Unpredictable. Often the 
greatest threat of all. Nihlus was taking a gamble today. They all were. 


Vakarian put his hand on the doorhandle, prepped to open it. Stopping the second Jane said 
his name. When Garrus ducked his head to look at her, their female leaned across and 
brought her mouth readily to his. Making some of the tension in Vakarian’s shoulders ease. 
Nihlus rested his hand on the small curve of her back with affection. 


“T’ll be back soon, Angel,” she told him. “Keep the car running for us.” 


Saren made a hard growl from the front seat. Voices grew louder as he opened his door. 
Leaving nothing left for them but to follow suit. 


He could tell the initial onslaught of flashing stunned her. Nihlus kept his hand on the small 
of her back to guide her. Leaning down to speak in her ear. Causing an uptick in the rapid 
shutter of cameras. “Straight ahead,” he told her. “Act like they’re not even here.” 


Several voices were throwing questions at her in tandem. A few to him. Not a single one 
daring to point their recorders in the direction of Spectre Arterius. He was first to reach the 
Alliance members standing near the entrance to the lift. 


Nihlus could see they were standing in a line. Dressed well and in proper form, standing in 
salute as Shepard approached. A narrow but protective barrier from the small crowd that had 
gathered outside. 


Nihlus caught the scent of Alenko just seconds before he saw him. Saren came to a hard stop 
in front of the human first. The scout called out to her. 


“Special Agent Shepard!” 


There was a small group of people standing around him. Turning to watch Jane approach. 
Elder humans, he assumed by the looks of them. A few had silver tags wrapped in their 
hands. 


“Officer Alenko.” Jane had to shout over the voices behind them. “What are you doing 
here?” 


Nihlus stayed close on her six when the scout tried to move in—Saren just between them. 
Both things that didn’t deter the human as he did. “Captain Anderson told us you’d been 


summoned,” he said. “After what happened on Akuze...” Alenko stopped several paces from 
her. Quickly capturing his hands behind his back in a well-trained posture. “You still have 
three fleets, ready and awaiting command. They wanted to come. Pay proper respects for 
what you’ve done. So did some of the family. ...Of the others.” 


Others. 


That term. Even across languages, it seemed to hold the same meaning. Those that weren’t 
here to speak for themselves. The unlucky ones. The ones that didn’t survive. 


“Shepard? You’re Agent Shepard?” 


A voice was rapidly approaching. Causing Saren to bristle in a way that made Nihlus growl. 
A private exchange of subvocals no human could hear. 


Jane’s green eyes flickered to the elder male that came. “I am,” she said. 


The human shot Nihlus an uncertain look before reaching out to her. A gesture Nihlus didn’t 
understand. One he watched Jane return. Taking the man’s hand like it was natural. Giving it 
a Shaking maneuver. Tight and firm. His other was clutching one of those tags he’d seen on 
the other Alliance officers. 


“T can’t thank you enough...for what you...” 


Nihlus recognized the scent of pain—of hurt on the air. The man’s eyes took a glassy sheen. 
Glittering in the flash of cameras behind them. A feeling. 


“Officer Alenko told me you were with them—my son and daughter—when they...” 


Jane was still holding the man’s hand between them. Her knuckles pale. Eyes wide as they 
held his gaze. 


Her mouth opened. Though he could tell by the stillness of her chest she wouldn’t have 
spoken. Saved by several others that came to do the same. To offer their hands. Their 
gratitude. 
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“You brought my son home.’ 


I 


“You gave us a piece of her.’ 


I 


“You took the time...thank you.’ 


Not even Saren tried to stop it. Sharp eyes moving to Nihlus as the rapid shutter of cameras 
fired behind him. Telling Nihlus what they both knew. The perfect shot. The perfect moment. 
The one and only time Nihlus had ever loved the sound. Saving her. 


Nihlus let several long moments pass before leaning down to her again. Hand on her waist. 
Earning them a fresh wave of questions at the gesture. 


“We have to move,” he told her. 


He followed her forward, the three of them maneuvering quickly through the protective 
barrier of Alliance officers still standing at her attention. None spoke as they boarded the lift. 


The moment silence closed in with the doors, Saren made a low rumble. 
“Well done, human,” he praised her quietly. 


Jane said nothing. Staring down at the floor, leaned back against the wall. Her eyes were 
distant for a long second. Coming back a moment later with a sharpness. A sudden fire that 
warned him. 


Whatever the Council had to throw at her—Jane Shepard would be ready. 


Saren turned to her when they neared the top of the tower. Reaching briefly as he always did 
to pull the zipper of her jumpsuit high around her neck. A sight that always made Nihlus’s 
blood heat. 


Instead the Spectre’s hand hovered. Hesitated. Then dropped. 
Jane raised an eyebrow. “Good enough, Arterius?” 


The light, sardonic edge to her voice made the Spectre posture. Only a subtle movement. But 
one Nihlus would never miss. 


“No,” he said curtly. “But the Council suspects you of being a human supremacist...” He 
growled; a low, heated sound. “Showing the marks on your neck will disprove that claim to 
Sparatus.” His gunmetal eyes moved away from Jane to the opening elevator doors. “No 
Cerberus varren would take another species as their mate.” 


Saren moved through into the commons before she could reply. Nihlus stayed close to her. 
Eyes sharp on the encroaching platform ahead, in case anyone other than the Council was 
waiting for them. 


“Keep your posture, human. Head up,” Saren rumbled to her as they went. 


“Keep eye contact with Sparatus when he speaks to you,” Nihlus added. “Or he’ll think 
you’re weak.” 


Jane shot a look up at him. Calm. But undeniably cautious. Nihlus reached for her hand when 
they got to the steps. A light touch. Squeezing once before they ascended and came out onto 
the platform. 


Three guards. One of them holding a collar—well disguised by his posture—hands behind 
his back. Something Nihlus only caught a glimpse of. Though none of them moved in when 
they stopped at the foot of the dais. 


“Spectres.” 


Tevos greeted them, breaching the silence. Eyes moving to Jane immediately. 


“Jane Shepard.” 


Jane kept her posture. A perfect line of her shoulders. Hands eased at her sides. Face 
unaffected—watching. 


“So pleased to finally meet you face to face. There’s been much talk of you on the Citadel.” 
“And within these chambers,” Valern agreed. 

Sparatus made a low sound. “Perhaps too much.” 

Jane didn’t flinch. 


“Thank you for answering our summons on such short notice,” Tevos continued. “Given the 
recent events on the Citadel—the Council deemed the matter imperative.” 


“Of course.” 

A polite answer. One Sparatus locked onto quickly. 

“Then you agree we have good reason to summon you?” 

A dirty tactic. An effort to make her sweat. One Jane curbed easily. 


Her green eyes moved to him. Locking onto his gaze. “I agree the safety of the Citadel is a 
high priority.” 


“Quite high indeed,” Valern said. “It seems the recent attack was done on behalf of your 
species. By a known terrorist group—one that associates itself with you, no less.” 


Nihlus could sense Arterius tense. A single tell. The tighten of his hands, clasped behind his 
back. 


“By now you must be aware that former Ambassador Udina referred to you during a 
broadcast encouraging citizens to surrender to the incoming hostiles,” Tevos told her. 


An accusation Jane did nothing to deflect. A good call. A quick argument would raise 
suspicion. Instead she kept her cool. 


“The human Udina was on this very floor, scrambling to recruit my asset not long before the 
attack,” Saren said. “If he had already obtained her—he would not have been so desperate 
then.” 


“Perhaps,” Tevos conceded. “Though it would not exclude the possibility of Shepard being 
recruited afterward.” 


“Impossible,” Nihlus cut in. Careful, oh so careful, to keep his voice even. Trained. Sharp. 
“Shepard had no contact with Udina or any Cerberus agent until we were taken into hostile 
custody. After their attack on Akuze.” 


“And how you would know this?” Valern asked. 


Nihlus kept his posture. Composed. Eased. Confidence fully on display. “Shepard was a 
highly sought target by the syndicate. I would not be doing my duty as her mate if I left her 
unattended while they hunted her. She had one of us with her. Always.” 


He didn’t need to look at Sparatus. Letting the words dangle between them. A point he knew 
the male couldn’t contest. It was not in their nature. 


“And we are only to take your word on the matter?” Valern questioned. 


Sparatus was notably silent. He was looking at Shepard now. Only her. Eyes focused and 
honed on the exposed glimpse of her throat. Nihlus felt his chest heat. Broadening as his 
shoulders eased back. An instinctual feeling of pride. 


“She bears turian bond marks,” Sparatus finally spoke. “Spectre Kryik speaks the truth.” 
Tevos glanced at the turian councilor. Though she didn’t argue. 


“We were unable to locate any Citadel surveillance footage of Jane Shepard without at least 
one of you three in her vicinity. Very well,” she said. “What interest did Cerberus have in 
you, Shepard? According to Ambassador Udina’s own words, you were quite the important 
asset.” 


Saren nearly let his subvocals slip. “She was never their asset. Only their target.” 
“Regardless, the question stands,” Valern replied. 


“They were interested in my biotics,” Jane didn’t give the disagreement time to fester. “Jack 
Harper saw them as a weapon. He wanted to use them for his own gain.” 


“The same answer both Spectres gave,” Sparatus let his gaze shift to Saren. “Though, again, 
made without evidence.” 


Nihlus fought to keep composure. Knowing what would come next. 
“T have evidence. Here. Now.” 


Jane didn’t have to look at him. Her voice gave nothing away. Things that didn’t stop his gut 
from sinking deep as he cued up several videos on his omni-tool. 


He sensed Jane shift. A subtle duck of her head, turning her gaze away. Following through on 
her promise to Vakarian. 


“Promise me you wont watch.” 


The first video—he hated. The second he pulled up the holo, she was screaming. That raw, 
animal sound, drawing his eyes immediately to her shape on the floor as one of Axia’s 
krogans moved over her. Dragging her back to the center of the blood streaked floor. Her 


blood. To the panting turian. A face too young, unscarred, for anyone else to recognize. The 
face of his mate. 


She screamed again when his talons cut in, deep, evading her delicate neck to run harsh 
grooves in a line down her shoulders. Sparing her. 


“Her first night, on Noveria—she was scared. So fucking scared.” 
He watched Jane’s head roll back. Knees to the floor. Face blank in an instant. 


The moment Garrus hit the ground he didn’t move. Lucky to be alive, Nihlus knew now. A 
voice took over on the vid before Jane seemed aware. 


“Impressive.” Nihlus felt his blood spike. The unmistakable sound of Harper’s voice, coming 
from Axia’s omni-tool on screen. “She needs more. Push her. I wont pay you for anything 
less than a warhead.”’ 


Nihlus cued up the next vid. Mostly silent now, except for the brief, panicked sound of her 
voice as Garrus moved to stand over her. 


“Wait, wait—don t.””’ 


By the third vid she dropped into trance quickly. Downing three krogans in a second. Taking 
hits, bullets, like she felt nothing. 


“T promised her to another buyer.” Axia’s voice, followed by Harpers, “Name his price. I'll 
double it.” 


“That’s enough.” Sparatus spoke first when the video ended. “This is just senseless violence. 
What are you trying to prove with—” 


Nihlus didn’t stop the next vid from rolling. Not the one of her fighting Garrus for Harper to 
watch they night Axia sprayed him with pheromones. Not the one where she lifted the asari 
into the air, saving him, saving them all, and fighting like hell to get free. 


The next vid that cued up was of both of them. Lying together on the floor in their cell at 
Cerberus HQ. There was no denying the way she’d touched him, let Nihlus kiss her. Harper's 
voice was over the speaker. “Behave for me, Shepard, and I have no interest in harming 
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you. 
Then again in the comms room. “You’re their herald.” 


By the time they were at her final fight—the look in her eye was different. Undeniable. A fire 
that no one, not even Harper, could snuff out. 


“The world is watching, Shepard.”’ 


A gun to Solana’s head. A bargin with the drell assassin to do the right thing. The only option 
either of them had. Then that cold, merciless, burning look on her face when she’d turned her 
biotics on the closest Cerberus agent. Killing her in a second. 


Harper had run from Jane. Coward. Easily the most damning evidence of all. 


The second the vid ended silence swallowed the platform. Nihlus let his arm fall to his side. 
Resuming his trained posture. Attention on nothing but the Council. 


It felt like nearly a minute before Tevos spoke. 
“Allow us a moment to deliberate.” 


Followed by footsteps as each of them retreated. The instant they did Nihlus turned to find 
Jane. Needing, more than anything, to see her. To forget that look on her face in the first vid. 
And see her in front of him, now, safe and secure. 


She shifted closer to him when he came to her. Hardly hearing Saren’s praise, “Well done, 
pup. You did what was necessary to protect your mate.” Sensing his need for her. 


“T’m alright, Nihlus.” 


Her hair was soft and warm in his palm when he cupped the back of her head. Looking her 
over. Needing to see it for himself. 


“You didn’t watch—” his gaze searched hers. Cut off when she shook her head. 
“No. I promise. But I’m sorry you had to.” 


“It was better for them to sense his distress,” Saren replied. “It would be shameful of 
Sparatus to accuse Shepard now.” 


Nihlus lingered near her. Saying nothing as they waited—long enough for his instincts to die 
down and detach himself from her enough to pace the platform. 


It was Sparatus who emerged first. Waiting for the others to join him on the dais before he 
spoke. 


“The Council has deemed the evidence submitted to be satisfactory in Shepard’s defense. Her 
duties under Spectre Arterius are allowed to continue.” 


Air. 
Fucking air for the first time in what could’ve been hours. 
Nihlus was damn careful to hold composure. Tevos trained her attention onto Jane. 


“Tt is our understanding that you still oversee several Alliance fleets, with the task of locating 
Cerberus points of interest. The Council requests that your squads resume operation as 
quickly as possible. Any remains of the syndicate should be hunted and eradicated. We 
consider the threat of Jack Harper’s unknown ally to be very real.” 


The asari’s attention moved to Nihlus. “Spectres, you are under order to pursue leads on this 
threat by any means necessary. You are our only experts on the matter. The Council puts their 


trust in you, as always. Essential information is permitted to pass between yourselves and 
Shepard’s fleets.” 


Play nice. 


A fair request. One Saren would likely subvert harder than he would. Space was a big place. 
They needed as many eyes out there as possible. 


They were stronger together. 
Jane was right. 


“In the meantime,” Sparatus spoke again. “We trust whatever trafficking problem your crew 
intend to pursue will be dealt with swiftly. In whatever appropriate way you see fit.” 


Appropriate. Keyword. One Nihlus rarely minded when it came to his line of work. 
As you see fit, always seemed to suit him better. 


It seemed impossible, damned impossible, that they were dismissed, then. That they walked 
together back to the elevators and rode them down to the car together. Garrus was in back, 
waiting for them with his rifle well hidden in the cargo space. He pulled Jane into his lap the 
second she slid into the cabin. Grilling Nihlus when he’d joined them. Though his questions 
quickly softened and trailed away, preoccupied with their female in his lap. Eager as always 
to give her affection. 


Words and trilling sounds that made Saren chuff in irritation from the front seat. Soon settling 
into a surreal sort of silence as they took the safe route back to his house. 


...their house. 


Home. 
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The media coverage of Shepard’s summons was insane. Nearly every news station was 
running some type of story. Centered around her show with the Alliance crew outside the 
tower. And the families of the Akuze squad. 


Damn fine press coverage. They’d gotten lucky with that one. “Hero on the Citadel” seemed 
to be the popular title of the day for her. 


Though it wasn’t the only story the extranet seemed to be interested in. 


They hadn’t even made it home before Garrus’s omni-tool started going off. He had a filter 
on extranet content for anything that featured Jane’s face. Though he hadn’t expected to see 
his own this time when he cued up the log. 


It was a still shot. Their faces darkened by the tinted window of Kryik’s car. Not dark enough 
to miss the way Jane was leaned over him. Gripping his cowl with her mouth pressed to his. 
Nihlus’s hand rested dangerously low on her waist. 


It surprised Garrus how passionate the gesture looked from the outside. It looked almost... 
desperate with affection. Like they were exchanging air. Their very life. 


He’d made a sound that caught Kryik’s attention—still occupied with the human in his lap. 
Garrus only had a second to study the image before he’d gotten a ping on his omni-tool from 
Sol. Sending him the same snapshot in the form of a gif. Just those three seconds Jane had 
kissed him. The slide of his talons through the side of her hair. Gripping lightly. 


The gif was bordered in fire emojis. Clearly some copy and paste from a forum. 
Sol’s text at the bottom was all caps. 
“Mom and dad are gonna freak!” 


Garrus made a low rumble. The next tag was a picture of Jane standing near the Alliance 
crew. Kryik leaning over her. Mouth hovering dangerously close to her ear. To the side of her 
exposed neck. Giving just a glimpse of those pink marks beneath her jumpsuit. 


His marks. 
His mouth nearly watered at the sight. 


Of course Nihlus would look that good. Standing over their human like a shield. Postured for 
the camera. Hand on her waist. Subtle. But a clear statement. His green eyes hyper-focused 
on nothing but his mate. 


Saren had snarled to him then. Likely scenting him on the air. Quick to exit the car the 
moment they’d landed at the house. 


Solana was waiting for him at the door. Pacing until he entered. 


“First, you don’t tell me that you’re leaving. Then I wake up to find out you’ve completely 
broken the extranet with you and a picture of—” 


He saw his sister’s scales darken with embarrassment when Jane came in behind him. 


The TV was on in the living room. He could see the human pup sitting up on the couch, 
swaddled in several blankets pulled over her head like a hood. Likely hoping not to be 
perceived as anything but a throw pillow. Her dark rimmed eyes were fixed on the flashing 
images of Jane on screen. 


“T didn’t want to wake you.” Garrus put his hand on the top of Sol’s head. A turian gesture of 
rank—but only a teasing one. Reminding his sister who was taller. “I left you a message.” 


She made a light trilling sound as she shoved his hand away. “Yeah, but I didn’t see it until 
after I got like twenty messages from dad. I’ve had this new omni-tool for like a second, 


Garrus. Did you have to give him my number yet?” 


Garrus chuffed. “He’s still your legal guardian. It’s either that or have him knocking on our 
door looking for you.” 


“Like he would ever,” Sol said dryly. Something he knew she wanted to sound like a joke. 
Though he could tell it hurt her. The idea that he wouldn’t be bothered. 


He gave her an almost inaudible purr. “Believe me. He would.” he assured her. 
“Well I’m staying with you anyway. We’ve already talked about this.” 

She made that stubborn posture. One that used to irritate him. 

“Sol...” 


She couldn’t. She knew that. She still had a life to live on Palaven. One he wouldn’t ever take 
from her. 


“You said I didn’t have to go back, Garrus. Please.” 


Garrus looked away from her. He caught Kryik watching him from the kitchen counter, 
standing near Jane as she took several long drinks from the water packet he’d no doubt just 
handed her. 


“Alright, Sol. Just...let me see what I can do.” 

Garrus sighed as he made his way over to the Spectre. 

“You okay?” 

Nihlus slid a water to him across the counter when he came. A wordless order. 


He could feel Jane studying him. Making heat creep up his neck as he considered what he 
wanted to say. 


“Yeah,” he said. “Just...can I talk to you for a sec?” 

Nihlus studied him briefly before trilling. Turning to lead him toward the empty dining room. 
Garrus cast a look back to ensure Jane was still within visual before turning to face his mate. 
Feeling that same embarrassment crop up again. 

“T need your help with something. About Sol.” 


He watched the Spectre lean back against the table. Bracing his hands on the edge in a way 
that fully displayed the muscle of his arms. 


“Anything, pup.” His voice was that Spectre-cool rasp. “Name it.” 


Damn it. Why did he have to be this way? So damned perfect. All the time. 
Garrus searched his gaze for a second before huffing. Pacing away. 


“T can’t send her home. My dad...” he was quick to clamp down on his subvocals. “I think 
there’s something wrong with my mom. He can’t... he won’t take care of Sol the way she 
did. He was hardly present before. And now...” 


He stopped himself midstride. Realizing he was still pacing as Nihlus’s green eyes tracked 
him from beside the table. 


“Do you want her to stay?” 


His mate’s voice was soothing. Open in a way that told Garrus he’d let her, if that’s what he 
really wanted. 


“No,” he said. “She should get the chance to pass basic. I won’t take that from her. But... 
she’s two years shy. I can’t leave her...unprotected...with my father for that long. It’s too 
risky. She needs—” 


“Safety.” He didn’t realize he was pacing again until Nihlus spoke. 
Garrus sighed, turning to face him. “Yeah.” 
“You want me to submit a recommendation. To sponsor her early admission into basic.” 


Predictable as always. Nihlus was two steps ahead. Garrus studied his face briefly. Trying to 
read him for any tell that he’d crossed a line. 
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Nihlus cocked his head when Garrus hesitated. “Maybe it’s not the best plan,” Garrus said. “I 
don’t know. But she’ll be protected there. And learn to protect herself.” 


He felt the welcome flare of Nihlus’s heat as the Spectre grabbed hold of his forearm. Pulling 
Garrus toward him. His voice dropped low. Just between them. 


“It’s a good idea,” Nihlus told him. His voice was smooth and easy. Growing coy as he 
flashed Garrus a half smile. A cocky look on the deadly turian. “My mother shipped me off 
the first second she could." He rumbled, lifting his head—granting Garrus the dark glimpse 
of his sleek throat. "Look how well I turned out.” 


There was no missing the way the Spectre postured. Arm flexing as he pulled Garrus in a 
little closer. Garrus’s gaze made a dive down the turian’s chest. Looking intently at just how 
fine his mate had turned out. He was close enough now he could feel the heat of his body. 


“T’ll make a few calls. And submit an application—after you and Jane eat something.” The 
Spectre’s voice darkened, staying low between them. A soft, deadly rasp. “You looked good 
in that picture, Vakarian.” His hand slid up. Moving passed his forearm to grip Garrus by the 


bicep. Like he wanted to feel the muscle there. “Taking our female’s affection for those 
reporters to see. Don’t think I didn’t notice you.” 


Heat speared down Garrus’s chest, gaze darting up to meet Kryik’s, watching him closely. 
Nihlus purred low as he leaned in to skim their mandibles together. 


“You do what’s best for the people in your life, Garrus.” Nihlus pulled back to look at him. 
“Face it—you’re a good turian.” 


Garrus rasped out a dry laugh. “Can | get that in writing?” 


He let Nihlus butt his forehead against his own before pulling away. “Gotta hang your rifle up 
first, Spectre. I don’t know if you know this, but it’s a collectable.” 


Nihlus clicked to him in mock irritation before letting him go. Jane was still at the counter, 
preoccupied with ordering lunch off Nihlus’s omni-tool as he went to retrieve the gun he’d 
left in the car. 


The armory was empty when he made it down to the lower level. A few of the rack slots were 
empty. Though Garrus knew exactly where to hang the Widow, otherwise he’d get an earful 
from the Spectre later. He wasn’t particularly preoccupied with the task. Making it that much 
more surprising when he turned to find himself being watched from the open doorway. 


The kid was still swaddled in a set of blankets. Leaving only her feet and face visible from 
either end. She said nothing as she watched him. There was no stopping the instinctual, 
curious chirp that left him when he noticed. A sound reserved only for young—meant to 
soothe. 


“You, uh, sure you should be down here by yourself?” 


The pup didn’t say anything. Just looked at him. Eyes moving a second later to the gun he’d 
just hung on the rack. Garrus cocked his head. 


“You want to see it?” 


He wasn’t entirely sure of human customs when it came to firearms. Though turian young 
were taught gun safety practically once they could walk. 


The kid padded several footsteps into the room. Garrus reached back to pull it from the rack. 
“Never come down here by yourself,” he told her, feeling her watch him as he ejected the 
clip, checked the chamber, and disengaged the pin. He’d talk to Nihlus about adding a print 
lock to the door once they went back upstairs. “If you ever want to look at the guns, come get 
me. No matter what.” 


She was gauging his face when he looked back at her. 
“Come here,” he told her. 


The pup hesitated an added second before moving in cautiously. Garrus held the rifle out to 
her, not letting go once she’d taken it awkwardly in her small hands. 


“Always be aware of where the end is pointing. Don’t ever aim at anyone. Even if the clip is 
out.” 


Her eyes were on the gun now. Studying it with an appropriate amount of caution. 


Garrus gripped the barrel with a firm hand. “Barrel,” he told her. Then ran his talon along the 
side. “Chamber.” A quick slap of his palm to the bottom stock. “Clip.” 


He watched her eyes skate down the metal side. Moving her small index into the finger slot. 
“Trigger,” she said. 


Garrus purred at her. “Not to be touched until you start target practice.” 


The pup complied easily by moving her touch away. When she did Garrus let the rifle go so 
she could feel the weight. Causing her to shift, the nose to droop until it met the floor. She 
exhaled quietly. A sound he learned from Jane meant frustration. 


“Heavy, huh?” 
She let him take it from her again without protest. 


“Tt starts out that way. I was your age when my dad started teaching me. A little training, 
that’s all you need.” 


Garrus hung the rifle back in its spot. Wondering if Jane would think it appropriate for a 
human to handle a gun so young. Though he knew Nihlus would encourage it. 


Safety would come first. There were more than a few training videos for turian young—ones 
he could still remember from his childhood—that he could show her. A thought that stopped 
him the instant he had it. 


He felt something warm grab onto his leg. A light sigh as the kid leaned her weight into him, 
wrapping her arms around his thigh. Tired from even that small amount of exertion. He’d 
have to research whether they were feeding her enough. 


But first... 


Garrus huffed quietly as he reached to lift the pup in his arms. He brought her over to the 
narrow table of screens against the far wall, setting her down on the edge as he worked to 
connect his omni-tool to the monitors. 


He thought his best bet was to scan through missing persons reports of human females 
roughly her age. When he asked her age, her name, or where she was from—she didn’t 
answer. He wondered if she didn’t know. 


He sent a few filters to scrape the extranet for any positive ID matches. Both of which came 
back empty. Garrus braced his hands on the table with a low rumble. Studying the ‘0 match’ 
popup on screen for a second before ducking his head to look at the kid. 


“You want to go somewhere?” he asked her. 


His next step was to fill out a lost child report and submit it to C-Sec. They couldn’t just take 
the kid. Could they? 


When he asked the girl’s eyes shot quickly to his. Then away. She didn’t say anything. 
Bunching in under her swaddle of blankets with her feet on the table. Leaving space from one 
of her arms to reach through under the him. Gripping his forearm. Hard enough it surprised 
him. Clinging, he realized. 


The pup shook her head once. 
He made that damned chirp again. “Alright,” he sighed. “We’ll have to talk to Kryik first.” 


He’d kept the filters open in case any new matches came through. But the feeling in his gut 
told him it was a slim chance. And the idea of shipping her off somewhere, when she clung to 
him like that, even tighter when he picked her up to carry her back upstairs, gave him a 
feeling he didn’t understand. 


A feeling he’d seen all over Kryik as he’d watched Jane with the pup for himself. 


Garrus huffed to himself the second he felt it. Knowing in an instant, it wouldn’t be the last 
time he felt it. 


Chapter End Notes 
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He was standing with his back to her. Hands braced on the comms table in front of him. 
Downstairs she could hear the whirring of tools. The low reverb of Nihlus and Saren 
bickering over some safety feature being installed to the front door—part of the onslaught of 
“improvements” the three turians had started plotting this morning. 


After lunch Nihlus had gone with Saren to vet, or more properly interrogate, the ‘glass 
installation’ guy Aleena invited at their approval. Saren had ordered Jane from the room just 
before he arrived. 


“IT won t have you on display for every stranger who walks through these doors. You will stay 
hidden until I know you’re safe.” 


She hadn’t realized Garrus had slipped away until she’d turned to find him. At first she’d 
thought he might’ve gone to rest in the bed. He’d seemed tired since this morning. But when 
she didn’t find him there, or in the shower, or with Solana, asleep and half curled with the kid 
on a pile of blankets, she was left to wander. Again reminded of just how massive Nihlus’s 
house was. 


Eventually she’d rediscovered the comms room. Seeing Garrus with his back to her as he 
stared up at one of the screens, hands braced on the table. 


He was completely absorbed in what he was doing. Giving her the honest chance to observe 
him in a way she never had before. His posture was easy when he wasn’t so aware of himself. 
Blue eyes lethal and focused. Absolutely impossible to miss the subtle flex of his bicep as his 
talons idly tapped on the keys—clearly lost in thought. 


She saw his chest swell with a low inhale. A breath that paused once he had it, holding it. 
Only to release with a low rumble. His talons fell still. A second later he ducked his head— 
turning those sniper eyes onto her. 


“Jane.” 


His voice was deep. Turning to face her, one hand still braced on the table. His posture was 
still eased. His shoulders back and poised in a way that shamelessly displayed his muscle. 
His sheer size in comparison to her. She saw his breath grow slightly shallow at her noticing. 
Making him stand a little taller. Giving her just a glimpse of the golden scales of his throat. 


Jane swallowed, nodding to the screen behind him. “Workin’ on anything good?” she asked. 


For one, predatory second he was silent. Watching her. Still. Finally he looked back at the 
screen. Posture staying opened and turned to her. 


“Well, that depends on your idea of good,” his voice was wry. That smooth, alluring purr. She 
saw his mandible flick back—a subtle look. 


Jane looked up at the screen as she moved in closer. He had a map pulled up on one of the 
monitors with several points pinned. The other monitor had a headline. 


“Popular heat regulator manufacturer closing—CEO found dead at 32.” 


Her eyes scanned several lines. Picking up on one that seemed more than a little interesting. 
Mysterious case of hypothermia. Found dead in his home... 


“Tronic,” she said quietly. Studying the device pictured on screen. Thinking it looked... 
familiar. 


Garrus purred. “Think it’s too much? I thought it got the point across nicely.” 
Jane raised an eyebrow, looking up at him. “You?” she asked. Surprised. “How?...Why?” 


She can’t imagine Garrus would’ve had just anyone tracked down, killed in their own home, 
without good reason. A theory confirmed when his purring went suddenly quiet. Eyes 
constricting tightly as he studied the screen. 


“Because you could’ve died,” his voice was heated, low. “On Noveria. And too many others 
did—just so he could cut costs.” A slow growl built in his chest. “Had a few crew willing to 
fly out on their own. It was...surprisingly easy, Shepard.” 


His gaze stayed distant a moment before returning. Flickering to her. Ducking his head a 
little in the posture of deference she’d come to love on him. 


“Ts that...okay?” 


There was fire in his eye when he asked it. A sort of conviction that told her he knew the 
answer for himself. Deep in his blood. 


“Who knows how many more would’ ve died if you hadn’t,” she gazed up at the screen again 
briefly. “Someone had to stop him.” 


Garrus was noticeably quiet. Jane turned to look at him. “You did the right thing. A good 
thing.” She shifted closer to him. Her hand finding its way to rest over his on the console. 
“You're a good guy, Vakarian. People need someone out there looking out for them.” 


His blue eyes fell to her mouth as she spoke. 
“T couldn’t think of anyone better, Angel.” 


She heard him draw in a low breath. Shifting closer to her in return. His other hand coming 
back to brace on the table. Caging her suddenly between his arms. 


The heat of his body was there. Climbing as he pressed it against her. Offering his warmth. 
Showing her his size. The subtle flex of his muscle as he inhaled again. 


“Shepard...” 


He ducked his head to bring his mouth to hers. As always, surprisingly deft in his ability, a 
soft kiss at first, chased by the lethal race of his sharp teeth across her lower lip. Soothed by 
the warm brush of his tongue. Testing the soft bite. Pushing in to sweep across her own 
tongue. 


She had to catch herself on the table when he leaned over her. His talons moving to her hair. 
Causing her to exhale softly. Gripping his waist as she said his name. 


Garrus broke away first. Leaving them to pant lightly in the quiet. 
“On the ship,” he rumbled, low between them, “I said I wanted to ask you something.” 
Jane was silent. Resting her forehead against his as she waited. Still catching her breath. 


“Will you come with me to Palaven? My mother’s there. She should meet you if she’s...1f 
something’s wrong in the way that I think it is.” 


Jane pulled back enough to meet his gaze. “Does she know you’re...” 


“Alive?” he finished. “No. If I know anything about my dad—he’s been working hard to 
keep it that way.” Garrus ducked his head to look away from her. Jane put her hand over his 
injured mandible, now nothing but a healing scar, guiding his gaze back to hers. ““The last 
time we talked, he said they’d both be waiting for me. Maybe he’ll let me see her.” 


He wasn’t meeting her gaze. Blue eyes staring distantly at her throat. Lost in thought. 


“Are you sure you want me there for that?” It would be a shock, she imagined. For both him 
and his mother. Garrus didn’t answer at first. Instead his hand moved back to grip hers on the 
console. A surprisingly firm gesture. Telling her in an instant—more than want. Need. 


His blue eyes steeled a little before shifting back to hers. “Will you come?” he asked. 
Jane nodded. “I go where you go, big guy,” she told him. “Always.” 
He made a low purring sound. Leaning in to nuzzle the side of her face. 


“We...didn’t do things in the most conventional way,” he said. “Most turians, when they 
bond, they have a ceremony. Families know when you pick a mate.” His thumb moved to 
ghost over the marks on her neck. Talons still in her hair. “So this might be...a little 
controversial. But I want my mom to know you.” 


It didn’t surprise her. Judging by Solana’s reaction when Jane had mentioned their being 
bonded—like it hurt that she didn’t know. “Humans have something similar. When they get 
married they usually tell their family. Have a ceremony. I get it.” 


Though she didn’t mind that they chose the more direct route. Jane had never been one to 
daydream over the affair. Things like that made her a little squeamish, if she were being 
honest. 


“Humans bond?” Garrus’s voice was lower. Curious. There was no missing the way those 
blue eyes moved to her mouth. His thumb talon coming to glide along her lower lip. Clearly 
imagining something. “Do you mark each other?” 


The heat in his voice was obvious. Making Jane exhale in a quiet scoff. Lifting her chin a 
little to draw his gaze. 


“You want me to mark you, Vakarian?” 


His gaze shot back to hers. The golden color of his throat darkened. His body growing 
warmer—so close to hers. “Can you?” he asked. 


Jane glanced down at his throat. Causing him to purr. She wasn’t entirely sure. She’d bitten 
more than a few batarians hard enough to draw blood. She’d scarred one of them—though 
they didn’t have the scales of a turian. 


“Tt wouldn’t look like yours,” she told him. “Humans usually just wear a ring. If you want me 
to, I can try.” 


His eyes were engorged now, scanning her face. Breath light in his chest. “What would it 
look like?” 


Jane considered it for a second. Then reached to take his hand, still cupping her face. She 
turned his palm up, exposing the soft, scaled underside of his wrist. 


The moment he saw her mouth open his chest collapsed with an exhale. His lethal eyes 
flashed. Scales burning hot in an instant. “Shepard.” Need. 


She didn’t bite hard. Just a soft press of her teeth. Tasting that wild flavor that was strictly 
his. Enough to leave an impression when she pulled his hand away. He didn’t let her go as he 
turned his wrist to examine. Studying the thin, curved line, a pale moon that lingered only a 
few seconds before fading. 


Even when it did, he didn’t look away. 
Janein.” 


His voice was low, poised. Almost dangerous with how still it was. His darkened eyes moved 
back to hers. 


“Would you and Nihlus mark eachot—” 


She didn’t have time to finish. Like the thought was too much. He lifted her. Sitting her on 
the console as his mouth returned to hers. Feverish. Burning with heat. Stealing her breath 
with the way he kissed her now. 


His hand moved down to grip her thigh with surprising command. Breaking away just 
enough to curse. To say her name. Telling her in an instant just how badly he wanted it. From 
both of them. 


Before either could speak a voice broke the silence from the doorway. 


“Garrus you need to—ah—spirits—what are you doing?” 


Solana was standing just inside. Watching them in a way that reminded Jane all at once 
‘kissing’ was not a natural turian gesture. 


Garrus ducked his head with a low growl, looking back at her. “Sol, get out.” 


His sister didn’t comply. Her eyes darting between them before letting out a small hiss. “Fine, 
but you should really come downstairs. I think they’re going to kill each other.” 


Jane was swift to hop down from the table. Realizing all at once she couldn’t hear Saren and 
Nihlus arguing anymore. 


Garrus was fast on her heel down the stairs. The commotion was coming from the living 
room. She recognized the sound of Dr. Solus, rather frantically, “Please! Return the omni- 
tool. Only wished to help!” Followed by the rapid approach of footsteps—straight toward 
her. 


The kid didn’t say anything. Just scampered quickly behind Jane, grabbing handfuls of her 
jumpsuit as she held onto her like a human shield. Dr. Solus rounded the corner a half second 
later. Stopping abruptly when he saw her. 


“Oh! Human, please. Require your assistance!” 


Jane had never seen a flustered salarian before. Much less Dr. Solus. He gestured with an 
open hand to the kid still hanging off of her. 


“Small one requires medical attention. She is resisting. And has taken my omni-tool.” 


His ink dark eyes scanned her face with the same frantic edge in his voice. Jane raised an 
eyebrow. Twisting back to look at the kid—whose gaze was on no one but the doctor. “What 
kind of attention?” 


The doctor made an agitated little sigh. “Human is much too small for her estimated age. 
Labs must be drawn. Supplements and vaccines administered. Special diet likely required.” 


Jane hummed. Looking down at the kid. “You probably just scared her.” She turned to face 
her fully, watching her back up half a step when she did, clutching Solus’s tool to her chest. 
Garrus made a strange chirping noise behind her. 


“What should we be feeding her?” he asked. 
Solus dropped his reaching hand. “Do not know until child allows me to run proper tests.” 


Jane gave the kid a quick once over. She needed a bath, too. Though she was admittedly hard 
to catch. The only time Jane really saw her was when she was sleeping. 


“Nihlus got you something.” She could tell that piqued the kid’s attention. Despite the fact 
she said nothing. “Do you want to see?” 


She studied Jane’s face for a second before nodding. Just once. Almost undetectable. 


Garrus gave the kid an encouraging little purr. One Jane had heard him give to Solana more 
than a few times. Reminding her that Garrus was likely no stranger to these scenarios 
himself. 


“T can show you after the doctor if you want,” Jane said. “Do you want us to stay with you 
while you get your checkup?” 


Another pause. A quick dart of her eyes to Solus behind her. Then a reach up to grab Garrus 
by the hand. 


Garrus made no indication the gesture surprised him. Only moving to take Solus’s omni-tool 
with his other hand before she could notice. The kid shrunk into him when Solus reached to 

retrieve it. Stalk still when he scanned her and took a small prick of her blood. All the while 

those dark eyes gauging Shepard’s face. Taking her lack of reaction as reassurance. 


When he was finished Jane moved to pick her up, hearing the front door open—Nihlus 
leading Saren in, both turians bristled from their interrogation of the glass installation guy. 


The moment her shoulder took any weight, Jane winced, sucking in a breath. Garrus was 
quick to take the kid from her. Hand covering Jane’s the instant she reached for her newly 
unbandaged arm. 


“You okay?” 

“Fine, just—” she cursed— “Still a little sore. Sorry.” 

“Should look at wound again—ensure it is healing properly,” Solus offered. 

Jane shot a look at Nihlus, now approaching. “I’m alright. Just moved it too fast, really.” 


She knew it was Nihlus who she had to convince more than anyone. The doctor didn’t press 
her. Already more distracted with the scans on his omni-tool. 
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“You should rest,” Nihlus trilled to her. Eyes moving to Garrus. “Vakarian can mind the pup.’ 


Something the kid didn’t seem to mind the idea of. Looking comfortable enough in his arms. 
Surprising her further how easily she’d taken to both turians. Though she was still slightly 
skittish of Saren. 


“T should give her a bath first,” Jane said, letting Nihlus give her shoulder a quick 
assessment. A soft touch to her jumpsuit to test for blood, chased by a gentle rub to the 
muscle. “She wants to see what you got her.” 


His green eyes left her shoulder, moving to hers. “Alright.” She liked the way his tone 
softened when he did. Giving in a little. Giving in to her. He tucked his talon beneath her 


chin. Lifting her face to his. “Then rest.” 
Jane knew better than to argue. 


She didn’t miss the way Saren tracked her from the entryway as she made her way to the 
bedroom. She managed to bargain with the kid further to get her in the shower. With the 
agreement she would leave the door open. 


Garrus gave them privacy to go work out the logistics of visiting Palaven with Nihlus. Jane 
wasn’t entirely sure what to expect from the visit. Though she decided it was better not to 
worry. And cross that bridge when it came. 


When the kid came out swaddled in a towel, Jane offered her the set of clothes Nihlus had 
bought her off the dresser. Something she quickly snatched up to examine for herself. 


When she held them out, Jane realized they must’ve been boys clothes. Something Nihlus 
likely had no frame of reference for. A pair of cargo shorts, and a tee-shirt a couple of sizes 
too big with a faded graphic of police sirens and the word ‘Kojak’ stamped on the front. 


She imagined to Nihlus the clothes were both tactical and relevant in style. A good pick, in 
his mind. And the idea of explaining the difference in human clothing to him felt a little silly. 
Luckily the kid seemed to like them enough to pull them on immediately. Racing off into the 
living room the second she was dressed. 


Jane pivoted to watch her slip behind the group of turians unseen. Running in the same 
direction she realized Solana had gone earlier. Likely wanting to show her what she’d gotten. 
She reached to rub her shoulder, turning back to the bed, only to be joined by Nihlus a minute 
or so later. 


He bedded down with her. Another turian instinct Jane wasn’t sure she understood. Stopping 
what he was doing just to lie beside her, offering her his heat and warmth, the comfort of his 
body, those soft, low sounds he made to her until she was thoroughly asleep. 


The nap was short. Nihlus making it damned hard to sleep when he was that close to her. All 
muscle and talons and teeth. Pressed against her eagerly. Something he sensed for himself. 
Answering with a purr. The slide of his hand down her belly and beneath the fabric of her 
jumpsuit. 


The back of his curved talon found its place between her legs from behind. Mouth pressing 
soft kisses against the marks on her throat. His touch expert and precise, quick to soothe her 
mounting ache—ache for him—as he commanded softly, “Don’t move.” 


She could feel the evidence of his own need, heat pressed to her outer thigh, though she knew 
his focus was on nothing but her, and fully avoiding her shoulder. Her body gave into him 
quickly. 


Her third climax seemed to satisfy him enough to let her go, staying curled around her until 
her body came down. Letting several long minutes pass before he pulled away from her to 
get water and pain reliever from the kitchen. 


He handed her each, watching dutifully as she took both before leaving her to rejoin the 
ongoing renovations. 


“You should stay in bed, watch some vids and relax,” he told her, smoothing her hair with his 
razor talons. “Ill bring you dinner when it’s time.” 


Jane didn’t argue. She needed to touch base with Alenko on points of interest regarding 
Cerberus. She’d sent one of the fleets earthside to investigate any lingering allies. The other 
two had gone to one of the points Saren had previously uncovered himself. A fact he’d been 
begrudging to share. 


She took her tool over the window, setting it on the sill to read over Alenko’s most recent 
status report. When she moved to brace her hands on the ledge she cursed. Reaching to rub 
the stiffness in her shoulder. More irritating than painful. 


“You’ve favored it too much. The muscle will atrophy.” 


The voice behind her was low. Disapproving. Jane turned to see Saren watching her in the 
doorway. Jane stood away from the windowsill. Causing his posture to move into something 
more strict. Full of authority. 


“Nihlus should be training with you to keep it in motion.” 


Curt. Hard. Jane watched him track her in the light of the window. Seeming to consider 
something. A duck of his head, a subtle glance back over his shoulder toward the living 
room. Looking once to the bed. Then returning to her. 


“He’s foolish to spare you of the temporary pain. It will not make you stronger.” 
The low reverb of his voice drew closer as he approached. 
“Let me see.” 


Saren didn’t wait before reaching to grab her hand, guiding it up to rest in the front muscle of 
his shoulder. His other hand came beneath her elbow. Forcing her arm to straighten. Jane 
winced. 


Pain flared. Sarens grip on her hand was relentless. Keeping it braced against his shoulder, 
not letting her pull away. 


“Be easy,” he rumbled. “I’m familiar with your wound. This will help.” 


A few seconds of panting and the tightness in her shoulder began to release. Saren’s hand slid 
from her elbow and up her bicep. Testing for tension. Then moved to her shoulder. 


“Lean your weight into me,” he commanded. 


Jane shifted forward, doing what he said. Letting out a wavering breath at the aching feeling 
in her arm. 


Saren growled. “Lean, don’t push. Don’t engage your arm muscle. You’re going easy on 
yourself, human.” 


His boot moved between her feet, kicking them apart, causing her weight to lean into him in 
earnest. 


Jane gasped. The dull ache in her shoulder grew to a burn. 
“More, human. You’re shying from the pain.” 


His voice was followed by a schooling squeeze of her shoulder. The heel of his palm digging 
in, causing the muscle to release some of it’s tension. 


“T can’t—” she panted. “Fuck, Saren, that hu—” 


Arterius made a soft snarl. Hand leaving her shoulder suddenly to brace against her back. 
Growling as he pushed into her, keeping her there, forcing her to take his weight. 


The gesture was fast. Commanding. Bringing his face into the white light of the window 
above her. Daylight against gunmetal eyes. Looming over her. Immediate and close. 


He rumbled low. Gaze on nothing but her. Tracking. Relentless. 


“Do you feel that?” he said. He pushed her into him firmly. “Keep your elbow locked. 
Breathe.” 


An action briefly impossible with her fight or flight instinct drumming in her ears. The 
scorching pain of sore muscle being forced to stretch. Though never far enough—too far—to 
truly hurt. 


He kept his hand on her back to maintain pressure. The other moving to brace against the 
window behind her. Giving her more of his weight. Never too much. 


“Good.” Voice smooth enough it was almost, almost, a purr. “Temporary discomfort, female. 
You have handled worse. You’re strong enough to take it.” 


Her nails dug into him as she fought the urge to pull back. To buckle. If she hurt htm—he 
didn’t show it. A few more breaths and she felt her shoulder begin to ease into it’s normal 
posture. 


Saren held the position a few more seconds before finally letting her go. 


The hand on her back fell away. Though the one on the window remained. Only for a second. 
Those lethal, steel eyes zeroed in on her. Watching. His face bared to her in the full light. 


The second passed and he cocked his head. The massive muscle of his arm flexed lightly, 
hovering, hand braced behind her. She heard him growl. Shoving away from the window. 


“You will train with me for the next six weeks. Your mates have coddled you too much.” 


His voice left no room for debate. Hard and exact. 
“There’s a hot pool on the second floor,” he snarled. “Use it.” 


He was out of the room before she could respond. Going where, she didn’t know. Leaving her 
to linger for a minute in silence before she retreated to the living room to find Garrus and 
Nihlus. Wondering if whatever was waiting for them on Palaven would be any less painful 
than a few armored rounds to the shoulder. 
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He could smell her on him. The faint sweet scent of his female’s mark, still claiming him, just 
beneath his scales. 


Nihlus had noticed it the second they were in proximity of each other. Though he’d managed 
to keep composure until the first moment they were alone together. Cornering him on one of 
the upper levels, pinning his hand to the wall with a low snarl. 


“What is that smell?” 


The feeling of his hot breath on the soft point of his wrist made Garrus growl. His hand 
closed around his. Unable to ignore the climbing heat of Nihlus’s body. Calling him. 


“She can mark us, Kryik. Spirits, you have to see it—it s—”’ 
He wanted badly to tell him. Like a rising moon. The smell so achingly sweet. 


Instead his omni-tool had gone off. Flashing his father’s name across the screen. The only 
call Garrus knew immediately he should answer. Given how rarely they came. 


A theory confirmed when his dad’s face appeared across the holo. Ungiving and hard. Not 
bothering to greet him. 


“We need to speak,” his father said. “In person. Soon.” 
The utter silence of his subvocals left a sinking feeling in his gut. 
“Bring your sister.” 


Garrus didn’t have a chance to speak. And his father hadn’t said anything else. Ending the 
call before he could ask. 


Nihlus was still standing in front of him. Rumbling low when Garrus didn’t move. 
“Pup.” 

A soft rasp. It took him a moment before he could meet the Spectre’s gaze. 

“T should...” he scoffed. Ducked his head, looked away. “I should go tonight.” 


Nihlus’s hand rested on his scarred mandible. The only answer Garrus needed. 


Some of the crew volunteered to stay behind for the renovations. A non-issue, the route to 
Palaven was safe. They’d packed a few things quickly, though most of what they had was 
already on the ship. 


Solana didn’t want to go. And it broke his heart, having to make her. Luckily Nihlus was 
helpful on that front. Having paperwork for her to fill out for early admission gave her 
something to look forward to. And Nihlus had told him her early application had been 
boosted by another sponsor. Meaning her admission was a guarantee. 


It was night-cycle by the time they made it onto the ship. The human pup was skittish at the 
prospect of being left behind. Hovering close to Jane and even Nihlus as they prepped to 
board. They only had a few short hours to pass out on their usual cot before finding 
themselves in neutral turian airspace. 


He should’ve felt something. He knew that. Being so close to a world he’d once thought he 
lost for good. A life he’d never imagined getting back. 


He’d be a bareface in his colony. An outlaw on his own planet. 


If it wasn’t for the Spectre and the fire-headed human standing beside him, Garrus wasn’t 
sure he’d know who he was here. 


Saren had left them at the dock, telling Jane, and only Jane, that he would be back to find her 
later. The car ride to the family home was silent. Nihlus and Jane took the back seat with 
Garrus and Solana up front. His sister kept her eyes out the window until the car docked over 
the walkway. 


The house was dark. Not surprising. Though the state of the house itself was. A few things 
had been cleaned haphazardly. Dishes washed and left on the rack. Other things were left to 
lie around. Blankets. Stray shoes and empty water packets. The most obvious were the 
orange pill bottles. Some empty, a few still full, left on the counter, the end table beside the 
couch. 


“Garrus?” 


His sister’s voice. Calling him back as he gazed down at one of the bottles he’d picked up. 
He could hear concern in it. A feeling he shared, careful not to let it show. Their father was 
militant. He kept a clean house—and always expected the same of them. Seeing it like this... 


“You should call him,” he told Sol, turning to glance down the dark hall to the bedrooms. 
“Let him know you're here.” 


He didn’t wait for her to reply. Following the shadows away from the living room. 


It wasn’t like their house on the Citadel. Lived in. Full of memories. He’d only been here a 
handful of times before he’d... 


Garrus let the thought go. Listening to the soft thrum of his sister’s voice through the wall. 
Telling him their dad had likely answered. 


One of the doors at the end of the hall was open. Growing closer, he could hear the low whir 
of an air filter blowing cool air, left on low. The curtains on the window had been drawn shut. 
Even then, he could see her when he reached the doorway. 


She was sleeping. Half curled in a nest of blankets and pillows. Water and medicine littering 
the nightstand beside the bed. 


For a moment Garrus didn’t move. Studying her face. The familiar lines and colors that made 
up the memory of his mother, exactly how he’d always remembered her. He reached to grip 
the doorframe. Fighting the urge to back away. To retreat. 


Would it be better? 
Would she want to see him? Like this? His face...would she even recognize him? 


He took a half step back. Stopped himself. Then moved slowly into the room. Shuffling 
quietly to come stand by the bed. Reaching down, letting his hand hover, thinking he would 
wake her at first. Instead pulling the blanket up to cover her shoulder. 


He heard her inhale lightly. The sound of sheets ruffling as she curled in. 
“Castis?” 


Her blue eyes flickered open. About to reach for him. Only stopping when her gaze lifted to 
his face in the low light. 


Garrus let his hand fall away. 


There was a moment when she didn’t move. Just a quiet second as her eyes met his. And 
everything in her was still. 


“T know that face.” Her gaze held his steadily as she rose up among the blankets. The sound 
of his mother’s voice was warm. A soft whisper. 


He wasn’t ready. To feel the warmth of her hand on his arm. Sitting up on the bed. “They 
didn’t tell me...it would take me so quickly.” 


He shifted closer when she pulled him in. Rising up. Wrapping him up in that suddenly 
familiar feeling of her arms. 


“Garrus.” 
A sigh of relief. Like she’d been waiting for something. Waiting for him. 


“But I don’t mind. If it means...this...” She was still holding him. Talons scratching in that 
smooth line down his back, the way she’d always done when he was younger. “I can be here, 
with you. Finally.” 


Garrus couldn’t seem to find words. She hugged him a second longer before making a soft 
trill. An almost playful sound. “You’re bigger than I remember you. Has it really been so 


long?” 


Her hands moved to take hold of his arms. Squeezing to test the muscle there. Muscle Axia 
had built on him—that Jane and Kyrik had built—he reminded himself. That you earned. 


She clicked gently when her touch moved to the side of his face. “I let you watch too many of 
those Spectre vids, didn’t I? You were always my reckless one.” Her touch was soothing. A 
soft stroke over the scar on his mandible. “But a good heart in you. I never doubted it. You 
were a good pup.” 


Garrus had to clamp down on his subvocals to hold in a whine. A sound she heard regardless. 
Causing her eyes to shift back to his. Flashing with uncertainty. 


“Garrus, Nihlus and I are—oh—” 

Jane’s voice. Pulling him out of his head and into the moment. 

“I’m sorry, I didn’t know you were...I’1l tell him to wait.” 

He turned just in time to see the fire of her hair in the dark. “Jane, wait.” 


Already gone before he could stop her. He could feel the tension creep in. A tighter grip of 
his mother’s hand on his arm. Like he might slip away. 


“.,.Garrus?” 
Garrus ducked his head, finding his mother again against the soft light of the window. 


Her eyes scanned his more frantically. Realization growing into something desperate. 
Something... 


“TJ... don’t understand. What’s happening? Where...” she tore her gaze from his to search the 
room. “Where am I? How are you...?” 


Garrus let out a purr. Reaching to cover her hand on his arm. “You’re still at home,” his voice 
was soft and low. “It’s alright. ’m...I’m alright. I’m here. I’m sorry. That I...didn’t come 
sooner.” 


His hand held hers more firmly. Keeping her steady until she pulled it away. An action that 
nearly stung—until both came to rest on either side of his face. Letting a whine slip that she 
didn’t try to hide. 


“You're here.” Again that sigh. Like air being drawn in for the very first time. “You’re—” 
another whine. Still holding his face in her hands as she moved to rest her forehead on his. 
“You came back to me,” she whispered. 


It was Garrus’s turn to take her. Hold her, wrapping her in his arms as she clung to him. No 
longer whining. Only breathing. Like it was the first time in too long since she’d been able to. 


A minute passed and she pulled away. Eyes searching the bed and nightstand beside her. “We 
have to tell your father. He has to come home, so he can...” she clicked. “He’s been so 
militant about having me rest. He’s kept my omni-tool so it wouldn’t interfere—you know 
how he gets...” 


“Solana already called him. He knows we’re here.” 


Garrus kept his hand on her arm to steady her as she sat back on the bed. There was no 
missing the dullness to her plates when she looked up at him. The way even that small 
amount of movement seemed to tire her. 


“He knows?” 


He didn’t want to say any more than that. Whatever conversation there was to be had about 
what his dad did or didn’t know—it was theirs to have. Not his. 


“,.Did he...?” 
Garrus rumbled softly. “Solana’s here. Do you want to come out and see her?” 


“Your sister?” His mother’s eyes were fixed now on the empty doorway. “I was wondering 
where she’d gone. Your father said she insisted staying on the Citadel.” Her voice was a little 
distant. Coming back as her gaze returned to his. “That woman. Who was she?” 


Garrus was silent a moment. Wondering what was best to tell her. And what he couldn’t bear 
to. 


““She’s the reason I’m alive,” he said. 

His voice was firm. Sure. Something his mother didn’t miss. 

“Where have you been?” she finally asked. “What happened, Garrus?” 

The question Garrus wasn’t sure how to answer. He ducked his head, glancing back at the 
doorway for himself. “With her,” he rumbled. “And Nihlus Kryik. What happened is...it’s 


complicated.” 


“Spectre Kryik?” There was surprise in her tone. Plates raising curiously when his attention 
returned to her. “And a human female?” 


Garrus purred. A low sound. Causing another dawning look of realization to cross over her 
face. 


“Will you meet them?” 


She was studying him again with disbelief. A more coy expression this time. Sly in that way 
only his mother could be. 


“T can tell you what happened,” he told her. “But it would be better if we did it together. 
Some of it is personal. For both of them.” 


She was quiet a second longer. Still caught up in some thought. Finally letting out a trill. 


“A Spectre and a human, hm?” Her hand came to take his. Bracing for support as she began 
to climb from the bed. “I’ve never greeted a human before. Your father told me they shake 
hands. To show they’re not holding a weapon.” 


Garrus felt a small amount of nerves flutter in his gut. “She’s...uh...a little...unconventional. 
I don’t think she’1I do that.” As far as he’d seen, at least. Jane was always a little skittish 
when it came to contact. 


His mother made another trill. A light sound. “Then let’s hope I get it right,” she said. Still 
holding his hand as she moved for the door. Clever eyes sliding to him. Tired. But so deeply 
familiar it gripped him by the heart. “I’d hate to embarrass you in front of the woman that 
saved your life.” 


Garrus rasped dryly. “Don’t worry,” he assured her. “I’ve already embarrassed myself enough 
for the both of us.” 


The very fresh memory of being alone with Kyrik in his childhood bedroom came straight 
into the forefront. A thought he tried damned hard to chase away. Not wanting to be blue- 
faced when he faced the Spectre again. Never imagining in his life that this would be the 
scenario he’d bring anyone home to meet his family. 


A Spectre and a rogue human. 
Unconventional, no doubt about it. 


And Garrus wouldn’t have it any other way. 


Chapter End Notes 


Did I make myself cry writing this one? Maybe. 
I like to think Garrus got his sense of humor from his mother. Because it definitely 
wasn't Castis. 
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“No, not there. Here. Your guardian will need to sign that one.” 


Solana’s eyes darted swiftly to him. Then away. Color darkening her scales with a rush of 
fresh blood. 


Nihlus drew back a little. Pushing away from the table he’d had his hand braced on. 


She said nothing as she signed her name at the bottom of the document. The last one he 
needed to submit for the kid’s early admission. 


It'd been Saren who’d boosted her application. He’d be lying to himself if he said he didn’t 
know why. Though he wasn’t about to linger on the idea. Not now. 


Nihlus heard Jane’s voice trail back in through the front door. 

“T want a vid of the whole thing. If they talk, my crew needs to hear what they say.” 
The oddly irritating, single note sound of Alenko’s voice responded via her tool. 
“Copy, Shepard.” 


He heard the touch of her finger as she disconnected the line. Followed by a voice from the 
living room. 


“Solana?” 
The immediate sound of a chair, pushed back swiftly on the floor. 
“Mom!” 


Vakarian’s sister darted passed him as she ran toward the woman standing at the head of the 
hall. 


Garrus stood beside her. Lending his arm for her to hold. Like the damned good pup he was. 
Steadying his mother when Solana rushed in to embrace. 


“Easy, Sol,” Garrus rumbled. 


His blue eyes searched and found Nihlus across the room. Even from here, he could see the 
stark similarities in their features. The soft, muted gold of their scales. That clever edge, 
hiding just behind the vivid color of their eyes. 


Her plates were dull. A fatigue to the way she held onto him. Making Nihlus’s heart hurt for 
his mate the moment he noticed it. 


The look they exchanged was knowing. Garrus’s blue eyes fleeting from him a second later. 


Nihlus moved toward Jane beside the couch. Who’d caught the matriarch’s attention almost 
immediately. 


He watched his female shift back into a well-trained posture. Hands clasped behind her back. 
Shoulder’s straight and delicate. A formal turian greeting. One that had him purring a little in 
pride. 


“You must be the woman my son was telling me about. The one who saved his life,” his 
mother’s tone was casual. Familiar. Like she’d spoken to his female before. 


“Jane Shepard,” Jane said. Holding her gaze squarely. A perfect display of respect. “Garrus is 
being generous. Neither Nihlus nor I would be standing here if it weren’t for him.” 


“Elana.” The matriarch studied her a moment, a trailing look of curiosity. “My son is 
generous. But he’s also honest.” She turned her gaze onto Nihlus. “And Spectre Kryik,” her 
voice sharpened with a playful edge. ““You’re as brave as they say. I’m not sure who I’ve 
heard talk about you more. My son, or my mate.” 


“Spirits, mom.” 


Color crept up those perfect scales on Garrus’s neck. Causing Nihlus to rumble, his left 
mandible sliding back in amusement. 


“T can’t promise how Castis will respond to seeing you in his home,” Garrus’s mother said. 
Trilling out a small laugh. 


Nihlus folded one arm behind him, resting his other hand on Jane’s back. A less formal 
greeting, though still polite. And a clear signal to the reason he was here. 


“Maybe Garrus can finally win him over for me,” he rasped. He knew it was best to be 
careful when it came to talking about Castis. 


Garrus’s mother trilled again. Glancing up at Garrus before giving him a soft push toward 
both of them. “Please, everyone, sit. My son has offered me an explanation. I’m eager to hear 
it.” 

A small burn of his mate’s stress on the air. Not Jane’s. His. 


They sat together as Garrus came to join them. Nihlus bracing his hand behind Jane to give 
her his arm to rest back on. 


The back of most turian seating was too low to be comfortable for a human. 


Solana moved to curl up beside her mother on the seat across from them. Causing Garrus to 
rumble his disapproval. 


“Solana, this is personal. Jane won’t—” 


“Tt’s alright,” Jane said. Nihlus felt his chest warm as she leaned back against his arm. “It’s 
already affected her enough. If she wants to know, let her.” 


Garrus ducked his head to look at her. Studying her briefly before returning is gaze to his 
sister. Fringe narrowing. Deference to his mate—and a quiet warning to his sister—all at 
once. 


“Should we wait for your father?” his mother asked. 
“That’s not...” Necessary, Nihlus knew. 
Solana’s answer was more curt. “Dad already knows.” 


Causing tension in the air even Jane could sense for herself. Nihlus watched the matriarch’s 
mandibles pull tight to her face. “I see.” A tired look. “For how long?” 


“T told him...just before we stopped the attack on the Citadel. Before that, he didn’t know,” 
Garrus said. “Only that I was alive.” 


His blue eyes shot to Solana, ungratefully. 


“Spirits...An attack...on the Citadel?” Elana moved her gaze onto Nihlus. Making him a 
little amused. 


“It’s been dealt with,” he assured her. 
His mother was quiet a moment longer before asking, “Did he know...the whole time?” 


Garrus rumbled quietly. “No. A few months ago, I came back. To the Citadel. For them.” He 
glanced down at Jane beside him on the couch. “I hadn’t planned on...on coming back. On 
seeing you. I didn’t think any of you would recognize me.” 


He didn’t meet his mother’s gaze. Glancing out at the window beside the couch. 


“You were all over the TV, Garrus.” Solana’s voice was surprisingly still when she spoke. 
“How could we not? It’s you.” 


Garrus only rumbled in response. 
“Where have you been?” 


There was a desperation to the question. A hurt Nihlus hoped he never had to feel. Of what it 
felt like to lose a child. 


Garrus seemed to school himself, regaining some of his posture to meet her gaze head on. 
“On Noveria,” he told her. “The day of my flight training, over neutral airspace, I took a call. 
A distress signal from a human colony. Over Mindoitr.” 


Silence. A name all of them knew. 


“T was shot down before I could land. Picked up by a batarian slaver, and sold to an asari 
looking for an attack dog.” 


That tired look grew to something worse, a flash of pain across his mother’s face as she 
gripped the arm of the couch. “Garrus...” too pained to be more than a whisper. 


“Two years. We traveled, but she mostly kept me on Noveria. Which is where I met them.” 


Garrus looked at him this time. Meeting his gaze to gauge him for any feeling. Any tell that 
Nihlus didn’t want him to continue. Nihlus trilled to him softly. 


“They were with you?” Elana asked. “For two years?” 


“No,” Jane replied. The air was a little shallow in her chest. Even so, she held her gaze, 
unwavering. “Only near the end. Before that, I was...” Garrus’s hand moved to cover hers on 
the couch. “I’d been picked up during the raid on Mindoir. By a group of batarians who kept 
me on their ship. Garrus’s handler bought me for my biotics.” 


Garrus’s mother held her gaze with a sort of softness Nihlus didn’t expect. One Jane hadn’t 
either. Reminding both of them in an instant of something they were both missing. Something 
Garrus still had—and was scared to lose. 


“And you’? Elana looked to Nihlus. “Did you save them?” 


“T’m going to get you out of here...” 
For a brief second he could feel it. What it felt like, curled around her in their cage. Hungry 
and cold, and absolutely certain that he would. That he would save them both. 


“Spectre Arterius used me as a plant. To infiltrate their base on Noveria. It wasn’t easy,” he 
rasped. Looking down at his human beside him on the seat. “I never could’ve done it without 
them.” 


“Garrus risked his life to help us,” Jane said. “More than once. He did what he could for us, 
until I...” he saw the flutter of her delicate jaw. Steeling herself. “I killed his handler.” 


Elana Vakarian scanned Shepard up and down. A close, curious look. “How?” 


“She shot him. He was bleeding, badly. She would’ve killed him.” Her green eyes grew a 
little distant. Nihlus purred to her. A soothing sound—one that brought her back. “I lost 
control. Of my biotics. Nihlus was able to take control of the situation. He led us out. Kept us 
alive until Spectre Arterius came. Garrus tried to get us to leave him behind, but—” 


“T slowed you down,” Garrus cut in. “I was bleeding too much. I could barely walk. You 
should have.” 


Nihlus growled softly. Gaze cutting to his, sharp and immediate. Looking his mate in the eye. 
“Not ever,” he told him. 


Another heavy moment of silence. “Your... handler...She took your clan markings?” his 
mother asked. Barely audible. 


Garrus made a rumbling trill. “She scraped them off.” 

A painful process. One Nihlus couldn't begin to imagine. 

“And the scar...on your mandible?” 

“T...” Garrus scoffed. Looked away from Nihlus, back to her. “I got that one on Omega.” 
“He pushed me out of the way of an incoming missile,” Nihlus said. “Saved my life.” 


Elana was looking at Nihlus now. Studying him, like he was suddenly unfamiliar. Silence 
hung around them for a long second. Not even Solana spoke. 


Finally she let out a breath. ““Not exactly the romantic story I’d always imagined for you,” 
Elana said, glancing at Garrus. “Human included.” 


“Human and Spectre,” Garrus told her. “Both of them.” 


“Both?” his mother’s plates raised in surprise. “I see.” She made a warm, amused laugh. “I 

shouldn’t be the least bit surprised. At least when it comes to Spectre Kryik. And Jane. You 
seem like a straight shooter. Levelheaded enough. And my son listens to you. Spirits know 

that’s a rarity.” 


Garrus clicked. Nihlus saw his scales warm with embarrassment. “Can we not?” 


“But there’s no doubting your bond. Even a stranger could sense it.” Solana’s head moved to 
rest on her mother’s shoulder as Elana spoke. Looking at her brother in silence. “And you’re 
happy. I can see that.” 


“More than happy, mom,” Solana told her. “You should see them. On the vids. Look.” 
Without missing a beat the pup brought her arm up. Swiping up on several clips and pictures 
of the three of them. Paired off or together. Always with Jane. Always. 


Her blue eyes watched the holo. Drawn in by the sound of voices in the background of one of 
the clips. “Are those Alliance soldiers?” she asked. 


Nihlus trilled. A low, prideful sound. “Jane has command over several of their fleets.” 
“T see. You’re a soldier?” 
“No,” Jane replied. “Spectre Arterius prefers that I stay unaffiliated.” 


“Spectre Arterius.” That look of surprise again. Her blue eyes moving back to her as Solana 
closed out the holo. “I should like to meet the family that raised such an interesting woman. 
Perhaps...” A falter in her tone. “Perhaps sooner, rather than later.” 


Garrus stiffened. 


“My mother died in the war,” Jane said. Glancing over at Garrus. “I never knew my father. 
Only the family that raised me on Mindoir.” Something neither of them had ever heard her 
mention. 


“T see.” Another moment of consideration. Elana turned her attention on to Nihlus. “T’ll 
admit, Spectre Kryik—” 


“Please, just Nihlus.” 


“Alright. Nihlus,” she conceded. “I’Il admit, I knew your father. When I was much younger. 
He was a mercenary on a ship I was hired to calibrate—before I met Garrus’s father. I was... 
sad...to hear about his unit going down, during the war.” 


The hurt was old. One Nihlus was used to. “Thank you,” he told her. More surprised than 
anything to hear a Vakarian had spent time on a merc ship. Beside his own mate, of course. 


“T never met your mother. Is she...?” 


Nihlus’s next breath was shallow. “Wouldn’t know,” he said. “I haven’t heard from her since 
I was a pup.” 


“Oh.” A light sound. That one a person made when they were trying to sound neutral. Non- 
judgmental. It’s not like Nihlus had been living in hiding since he’d left basic. He figured if 
his mother wanted to find him, she would have. 


“Well, then. I had one pup go missing, and he comes back with two more. It seems I have my 
work cut out for me these next...” 


She didn’t finish. Trailing off into silence. A sound interrupted by Garrus’s low voice. A 
quiet rumble. “Mom...tell us.” 


“We know something’s wrong,” Solana said. “Dad’s been weird. You’re never home. Please 
bs ” 
just— 


Her words cut off as the sound of a lock disengaged, the slide of the front door as it opened, 
trailing footsteps into the room. 


“Elana.” 


Castis’s voice was hard. Elana stood from her seat. Followed by Garrus. Nihlus leaned closer 
to his female. 


He watched Castis search the room. Finding Elana first. Eyes lingering on her a moment 
before moving immediately to Garrus. His fringe narrowed. 


“Don’t you dare.” The words were hard. Elana taking a step forward. “This is no one’s fault 
but your own. How could you do this, Castis? Our own son...” 


His fringe relaxed as Castis moved toward his mate. “Elana. Please. Sit down. You shouldn’t 
be out of bed.” 


He stopped when she hissed. Shifting away from him. An action that stung the air. 
“You knew. You knew he was alive, and you kept it from me. Why?” 

She pushed his hand away when he reached for her. 

“Elana—" 


“Precious time,” her voice rose. Angry. “Precious time, I could’ve spent with them both. And 
you took it from me.” 


“Please, Elana, I beg you. I was only trying to protect you. Please, sit down. Rest.” 


There was a look in his eye Nihlus had never seen on the detective before. Not that hardass, 
Vakarian glare. Something soft, and wild, and desperate all at once. Something raw. 


The look of a male, more than distressed. Losing her. 


Part of Nihlus thought they should leave. Let them work it out. Another part told him 
whatever the answer was, Garrus should be here to hear it. That he needed the answer, just as 
much as his mother. 


“T don’t want to rest, Castis. I want...” she trailed off. Bracing her hand suddenly on the arm 
of the couch as fatigue seemed to take over. Castis reached for her. Caught her, hands on her 
arms, guiding her gently down onto the seat. He lowered to one knee in front of her, not 
letting go. 


A posture beyond deferral. Of complete and utter surrender. 
“Why?” Elana’s voice was softer now. Tired. 


Castis made a low rumble. “Because it took you a year after he was gone to eat a full meal. 
To leave the house. And when I first saw him, in videos, in pictures, barefaced, with a group 
of mercenaries, I thought...” he watched Castis falter. Bow his head in front of his mate. 
Lowering his gaze. The air in his chest was shallow. “I thought he had left by choice. I 
thought it would only hurt you more.” 


Garrus was still. Watching them. Jane pulled his hand into her lap. 


“Once he told me, what had happened. I...I was ashamed.” Castis spoke softly. Hushed. “I 
did not know how to fix what I’d done.” 


He kept his head bowed. Wild eyes growing distant. “Elana. Please. Forgive me.” 
Laid bare. 


The instinct of any male to do right by his mate. No matter how misguided he might have 
been. When you were close to losing them—things became twisted. Hard to think straight. 
Nihlus knew the feeling for himself. 


He watched Elana reach to cup his chin. To lift his face and return his gaze to hers. “You lost 
faith in our son,” she told him. “I’m not the one you need to apologize to.” 


A moment of quiet as he looked at her. Taking her in. Standing slowly before he let her go. 
“Gartus...” Castis’s voice was low. He didn’t look at him when he spoke. 

Nihlus met Garrus’s gaze. A quiet exchange. Scenting his pain between them. 

“We’re here,” Nihlus rasped softly. Always. “Go.” 


His blue eyes fluttered to Jane briefly. Hand in her hair as he bowed to press his mouth to the 
top of her head. Jane let his hand go as he stood. “Outside,” he rumbled to his father. 


Castis lingered in front of his mate a second longer. “Please, Elana,” he said. 
“T’ll rest,” she trilled. A soothing sound. “I promise. Solana can help me to bed.” 
The room cleared after that. Leaving him alone with Jane in the quiet. 


Jane turned to face him, folding one leg between them on the couch. He had little time to 
study her face before she leaned into him. The soft squeeze of her arms around him. Face 
bringing warmth to the center of his chest. 


“He’s going to lose her, isn’t he?” 
Her words were little more than air. Nihlus purred for her. Stroking her hair. 


“T don’t know,” he told her earnestly. “But we’ll be here. Whatever comes. He won’t be 
alone.” 


Nihlus could hear the light reverb of voices through the wall. The exchange of words 
between Solana and her mother. Soon followed by the sound of quiet sobbing. The sound of a 
pup in distress. 


There was nothing for either of them to say. Jane checked her omni-tool, updating him on a 
small pocket of Cerberus agents on of the fleets found earthside. Nihlus got a few messages 
from Arterius he chose to ignore. 


After a few minutes the front door slid open and Castis appeared. He looked at Jane briefly, 
just Jane, then vanished down the hall without a word. 


Jane stood from the couch. Nihlus followed her, coming out onto the front porch beneath a 
full night of stars. 


Garrus was standing in the yard. Looking up at them as Jane approached. 


“Garrus...” 


He didn’t look at her. Blue eyes glittering in the scattered light of far away galaxies. Nihlus 
came to stand behind her. 


“Corpalis Syndrome,” he said. “They caught it early. But with the stress...the stress of 
everything...A year. Two, at most.” 


Jane reached for his hand. And he clung to it. 

“He said they tried everything. It’s like it was meant to be.” 

Nihlus put his hand on his back. A light touch. Stroking with his thumb. 

“I’m sorry,” he told him. 

“It’s not your fault,” Jane said firmly. “The stress—you didn’t choose what happened to you.” 


“No,” Garrus agreed. “No, I didn’t. And it’s not. Even my dad...he said the same thing.” He 
let out a soft huff. Looking down at her. Searching her face with a ghost of that same, 
desperate look. 


“Tt hurts worse, knowing how it will feel. For him,” Garrus said. “I thought I lost you once. 
And Nihlus...” 


Nihlus winced. Remembering the hurt for himself. More than hurt. Something bottomless 
that swallowed you whole. Enough to change a man—even one like Saren. 


“She’s a good person. She doesn’t deserve this.” 


Garrus let out a raw breath. Something ragged. He turned on Jane. Taking her. Nihlus closing 
in around them both. Letting his forehead rest carefully on the injured side of his face. 


“I’m so sorry, Garrus,” Jane said softly. “We can stay here as long as you need.” 
A long moment was spent together in silence. Finally broken apart when Garrus pulled away. 


“Can we...go somewhere?” he rumbled. “Not far. Just...I want to get out of my head for a 
little bit.” 


Nihlus made a low trill. “Anywhere, pup. Just name it.” 


His blue eyes moved to Jane. “I...did some research. On the extranet. You never told me 
humans give each other gifts when they’re...together.” 


“Gifts?” Nihlus echoed. “Humans give nesting gifts?” 


He looked at Jane for himself. They’d given her plenty of things. Nihlus had given her the 
penthouse. His car. Garrus was always giving her some type of equipment or upgrade to her 
gear and omni-tool. 


“No, not nesting gifts,” Garrus said. “The extranet said it has to be pretty things. Flowers. 
Gemstones. Jane said bonded humans give each other rings.” 


“Plants and rocks?” Nihlus rumbled. More than a little amused. Did she want those things? 
They seemed far less practical than nesting gifts. 


He felt the sudden uptick of Jane’s body heat. Saw the soft skin of her face turn a light shade 
of pink. “I don’t need flowers,” she said. A little bristled. 


“Then something else,” Garrus said. ““There’s a market area downtown with traded goods 
from all over the galaxies. We can go. See if there’s something you like.” 


That pretty color in her face grew darker. A subtle uptick of the quick flutter of her heart. 
Causing Nihlus to purr. Both males to shift closer to her. Drawn in by her warmth. 


Jane let out a breath. Reaching to scrub her sharp eyebrows with her index and thumb. 
“Alright,” she said. “We can go.” 


Garrus purred to her once. Reaching to cup the back of her head in his hand. Blue eyes 
roaming her face. “Thank you. Just...” his gaze left hers, glancing back at the house. “Just let 
me check on Sol, first.” 


Jane nodded, watching him go as he disappeared back into the house. Nihlus moved to tuck 
her silk hair behind her ear. Standing over her. 


“Pretty things, huh?” he said. Voice edged with a playful purr. Thoroughly enjoying that 
nearly crimson color as it rose in her cheeks. Making the speckled markings on her face 
darker. 


She crossed her arms, sinking back on her hip as her gaze darted side long. “Shut up,” she 
told him. 


Nihlus rasped in amusement. Ducking down to nudge her warm cheek. Talons in her hair. 
Biting softly at her neck when she didn’t pull away. “Wildcat,” he purred. 


He felt her body flare with heat. A hand on his waist. When she said his name it was 
breathless. Her many fingers tightened, a commanding grip on the sensitive scales beneath 
his jumpsuit. 


“Careful, big guy.” Her husky voice was like a spear through his chest. “Tease me now, and 
Pll pay you back later.” 


Spirits alive, his female. Relentless. 


Nihlus managed to pry himself away from her to order a car. Giving them both a chance to 
cool off before Garrus came back to them. The car ride to the market street was quiet. Garrus 
kept a hand on their female’s warm, sleek thigh, gazing out the window until the car slowed 
at the curb. 


Nihlus hadn’t been to this area of Palaven since he was a pup. The street was lined with 
trading booths and pop-up shops, where imported goods were brought to sell. A popular 
tourist spot. Even more popular once the sun went down. 


He caught Jane by the hand as she slid out of the car ahead of him. “Jane.” 


She turned, glancing up at him before he could say more. “I know,” she said. Soft mouth 
turning up at one end. Her voice that husky, coy trill. “Stay between you two.” 


The crowd was thick. Tourists and locals moving in and out of the row of shops. It kept 
Vakarian on edge. Lingering close. Though he managed to keep his subvocals under control. 
Talons furled shut at his sides. 


They let Jane do most of the browsing. Deferring to her on when to stop. Garrus showing her 
odd things she might like. Some she didn’t. A few she did—which Garrus was quick to 
snatch up without much haggling. 


Nihlus was more content to observe what caught her eye. What things she would stop to look 
at and touch. He learned quickly which colors she seemed to favor, rich green, dark blues and 
red. She seemed to avoid patterns altogether. And particularly liked a few of the trophy furs 
at one of the booths from some hunting outpost Nihlus had never heard of. 


He bought her the ones she seemed to like most—seeing blankets as practical enough to 
qualify as a proper gift. Snaring her waist in his arm as he leaned down to run his mouth 
along her temple. A soft press, murmuring low in her ear, “Pretty enough for you, human?” 


He loved the way it made her skin flash hot. Body growing warmer against his. 


Nihlus also bought her a knife, which she called, “Very pretty,” before Garrus pulled her off 
in the direction of a few human shops not far away. 


Most of it was novelty food. Candy, she called it. A few graphic t shirts. Things she bought 
for the human pup back on the ship. As well as a few books. 


Garrus showed her a few rings to add to her now growing collection he’d given her. Leaving 
her to laugh a little at the next round. 


“Garrus, it’s just one. We don’t exchange new rings every day,” she told him. “Also, you two 
are supposed to wear one. Not just me.” 


“T read that. | already got one for Kryik and I while you were looking at knives. Why would 
you want only one?” He cocked his head, taking the ring he’d shown her back to hand to the 


merchant. 


Jane searched his face briefly before looking away. Still smiling. A look that made his 
thoughts a little hazy when he saw it. Happy. Their mate was happy. 


“Got me there, Angel. I don’t have a good answer to that. It’s just the tradition.” 


Nihlus rasped in amusement. “I can’t say much about this is traditional, Shepard.” 


Jane laughed again. Snagging him by the hand to take him with her as she paced the booths. 
“I’m defenseless,” she said dryly. “A ring a day it is, then.” 


They made it to one of the end tables near the edge of the street before she paused again. 
Gazing at something before reaching down to take it off the counter. A thin chain with a 
small shaped pendant at the end. 


“Do you like it?” Nihlus asked. Turning to lean against the booth, gauging that look on her 
face. Realizing the smile she’d had a second ago was gone. 


“T had one just like it,” she said. “Before...On Mindotr.” 


That bright color in her cheeks began to fade. Eyes darting up a second later when the 
batarian merchant barked out, “Drop it, human! Don’t touch unless you pay.” 


The merchant reached—pinning her hand against the counter. Nihlus snarled in warning. 
Eyes zeroing in on the batarian’s grip over hers. Showing a flash of a mark on his fleshy 
hand. Just a pale half moon between his index and thumb. Like something must’ve dug in. 
Bit hard. Not a mark, he realized. A scar. 


Nihlus bristled at the rising scent of adrenaline—Jane s—her knuckles white as she gripped 
the edge of the counter. Staring at the half shape. One that drew Garrus’s attention the second 
he noticed her staring. 


Vakarian made a sound. A low, slow building growl, deep in his chest. 


There was no time to understand it. To react the second Garrus reached across the counter. 
Grabbed the batarian by the front of the armor and dragged him over, scattering merchandise 
across the ground as he threw him down, dropping to his knees over him, sending his fist 
against the batarian’s face, once, then again. Then again. 


“Garrus!” 
The crowd around them began to scatter. Several voices calling out for help. 
“Someone get security!” 


Garrus didn’t stop. Still gripping the now limp merchant by the collar. Hitting him again, and 
again, until Nihlus realized he didn’t intend to. That Garrus wouldn’t stop until there was 
nothing left of him. A kind of anger—of rage—that came from one thing, and one thing only. 


The abject look of horror on Jane’s face was the only confirmation Nihlus needed. She knew 
him. 


Garrus drew his hand back a final time. Talon’s opening. Ready to dig in. To find soft flesh 
and tear whatever was left of the batarian under him. 


Several security guards rushed him at once. Knocking him sideways and onto the pavement. 
Grappling briefly to get his hands into cuffs. Nihlus snarled. 


“Let him go,” he reached for his badge inside his jumpsuit. “Back off—" He shoved one of 
the officers off of him with his boot. Earning the other’s attention. 


Nihlus grabbed Garrus, still panting, and hauled him up. 
“Clear the area. You’re interfering with Council business.” 


One of the officers made a poorly disguised hiss. “Move your business elsewhere, Spectre. 
You’re disturbing the peace.” 


Garrus snarled. Nihlus still gripping him, stopping his mate from lunging back to the batarian 
on the ground. He gave Garrus a shove toward their human. 


“Get Jane,” he commanded. Turning his attention to the officers with a growl. “We’re 
leaving. Back up.” 


They gave them room enough for Nihlus to sling the bleeding batarian up and over his 
shoulder. Garrus hovered over Jane as he ordered the car around. Grabbing their things and 
putting her safely in the front seat before Nihlus threw the reeking batarian in the back, both 
joining him. Not about to turn their backs on a slaver. 


“We should take him to the ship.” 
Nihlus’s voice was low, calm, glancing out the window as the car picked up speed. 


“He’ll wake up before we get there. It’s a long drive to the dock.” Jane spoke distantly from 
the front seat. Answered by Garrus’s heated snarl as he reached for the batarian slumped back 
in his seat. 


“Good, I can knock him out again. Maybe he’ll choke on his own—” 


Nihlus gave him a warning growl. Prying his mate’s hand off the batarian’s blood-soaked 
jumpsuit. 


“We need him alive,” he reminded him. 
“Fuck that. He touched her. He should be dead already.” 


“Nihlus is right,” Jane said, still that same, distant tone. “We should find out what he knows 
—any information we can use to find more raiders. It could save lives.” 


A moment of dark silence hung in the cabin. Ended by Vakarian’s soft growl. 


“Fine.” Nihlus watched the pup take control of the batarian’s omni-tool arm. Working quickly 
to gain access. Likely disabling the location signal. “We can see what he knows. But after 
that...” Garrus’s hard, blue eyes moved to the slaver’s face. “I’m dealing with him.” 


No room for doubt. Locked in, lethal. 


Neither of them argued. They were doing this. Whatever the consequence. 


And whatever happened to the batarian afterward...Nihlus would make damn sure it was 
exactly what he deserved. 
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“Balak.” 
The batarian in front of her made a slow groan. Eyes fluttering. 
Jane crouched down in front of him. Leveling her gaze with his. 


She watched his many eyes search the metal floor. Glassy. Confused. Garrus and Nihlus 
stood just behind her, flanking her on either side. She saw Nihlus tuck the barrel of his rifle 
under Balak’s chin, forcing his head up. Forcing him to look at her. 


The slaver took a low breath. A ragged inhale. Nihlus spun his rifle in an easy maneuver. 
Sending the butt against the side of his face. Blood sprayed the floor beside her. 


“Welcome to my ship,” she said. 


Balak made a terrible hacking sound. Half keeled sideways. Garrus shoved him upright with 
a snarl. Boot to the shoulder. He reined the batarian by the top of the head. Talons digging in 
—deep. 


“Get off of me—damned varren mutt!” 
His feet kicked, sliding helplessly against the floor. Garrus only gripped him tighter. 


“You fucking—” Balak reached. A gesture ended by the sharp clank of the cuff on the metal 
rail, keeping his hands above his head. He panted. Dark eyes wild as he searched the room. 
Finding and stopping on her a second later. 


“You.” 
Jane held his gaze. He made a loose, breathy laugh. 


“The fire-headed Scorpio and her crew. I told them...” his laughter gave way to more 
coughing. She could see blood in his teeth when he winced. “I told them you’d come for us. 
You know...I almost didn’t recognize you with your clothes on.” 


His head made a heavy sound when Garrus sent it back against the rail. Nihlus was utterly 
silent. A disturbing sound from him. The sound of a predator tracking its prey. 


“When we’re finished, I can promise,” Nihlus said, his voice that dark, low rasp. A quiet 
flame. “There will be nothing left of you to recognize.” 


The batarian’s face contorted into something cruel. Angry. His eyes shot to Nihlus. 


“So the slave’s got herself a couple guard dogs,” he hacked. “Do they know? What I used to 
do to you? What a human like you is really, truly, good for?” 


Garrus snarled. Yanking him forward to send the batarian back, hard, against the wall. 
“Garrus.” 


When she said his name, he stopped. He was going to kill him too quickly. Before they could 
get the answers she wanted. Needed. 


“Jane...” There was need in his voice too. A need for something darker. Something she 
understood. Though part of her felt guilty for it. Was it fair to drag them into this with her? 


Jane said nothing else. Felt nothing. She pulled the knife from its sheath on her thigh, a gift, 
one Nihlus had given her—gripping the blade downward as she brought the tip to Balak’s 
cheek. Letting it dig in. 


“Do you have any idea what they’re going to do to you?” Her voice was low. Calm. Matching 
the darkness. The low hum of the belly of the ship. “I can make this quick for you, Balak. An 
offer I will give you one time, and one time only. All you have to do is answer my 
questions.” 


He laughed again. A grating, manic sound. “You’ll kill me no matter what I do. So why 
would I ever—” 


The instant he had venom in his voice Nihlus shifted. Silent. Reaching and grabbing the 
batarian by the face. He wrenched him up, cuffed hands twisting at an unnatural angle, talons 
digging into the soft flesh of Balak’s cheeks as he forced the batarian to look up at nothing— 
nothing—but him. 


“Youre right.” His voice was bloodless. Darker than empty space. “Archangel’s going to kill 
you,” he said. “But not before I take your hand. The one that she marked. You covered her 
mouth when she tried to scream, didn’t you?” 


She saw the flex of his bicep beneath his sleeve as Nihlus gripped him harder. The slide of 
his boot across the floor. Coming to rest squarely between Balak’s legs. Crushing down with 
added pressure. 


Balak tried to squirm but Nihlus held firm. Cocking his head. Watching him struggle. 


“Every part of you that touched her comes off, Balak. And I have more patience than Angel. I 
like to take my time.” 


There was no explaining the look in Nihlus’s eyes. The ink-point of his pupils gone. Nothing 
but color—frigid, sharp, wild. A dangerous kind of madness. One that was focused. 
Controlled. Completely, fully, fucking terrifying. 


It made her blood spike. Made her shuffle a step back. Feeling that uptick of her heart as the 
baser part of her brain screamed— 


Predator. 


Nihlus growled softly. Releasing Balak with a low thud. His blood-slicked talons closed in a 
fist. 


“Garrus.” 


A command. She sensed Garrus come to her. The warmth of his hand on her waist. Moving 
her back toward the elevator doors. She grabbed his wrist, ready to protest. They were doing 
this—together. 


“Jane, please.” 


She wasn’t prepared. Not to hear that low, pleading sound in Garrus’s voice. The frantic way 
his blue eyes met hers. Searched her gaze. 


Hurt. 


“Kryik is right. You shouldn’t see this. Just...let us do what we need to. I'll come get you 
when he’s ready to talk.” 


Jane felt her jaw flutter. Her free hand closed into a fist. The other slipping from his forearm. 
Her eyes went to Nihlus. Studying him. His back was to her. Standing over Balak. Unwilling 
to let her see his face again. 


“Fine.” 


Guilt bit down. Anger. Jane said nothing as she turned and retreated to the elevator. Garrus 
was watching her when she turned to let the doors shut between them. The second they were 
closed she ran a hand through her hair, gripping it as she fell to rest against the back wall. 


This is hurting them. You’re hurting them. 

Jane hissed, trying to quiet the voice lurking in her thoughts. 

The main floor was dark. Empty. The rest of the crew off exploring Palaven, some maybe for 
the first time. She paced to the head of the hall before hearing footsteps approach from the 
docking ramp. 

“What are you doing on the ship?” 

Saren. He must’ve just come back from somewhere. Freshly armored with a gun on his belt. 
He stopped several paces from her with a low rumble. Hard eyes searching her face. 


“You're in distress.” 


Not a question. She saw the low swell of his chest as he drew in a breath. Those lethal eyes 
shifted past her. Locking in on the elevator doors. 


“You have someone,” he said. Also not a question. 
Saren bristled when he looked back to her. 
“A batarian,” she confirmed. “...From Mindoir.” 


Saren was eerily still. Subvocals quiet in the way she’d come to expect. He was watching 
her. Tracking her. His frigid eyes merciless, giving her no room to hide from him. 


“You've found your mark,” he rumbled. “Well done.” 
His boots made a heavy, muted sounds on the metal floor as he trailed a few steps closer. 
“You should be proud.” 


Jane studied him in silence before turning her face away. “I shouldn’t have dragged them into 
this.” 


Saren made a low growl. A quiet, hard sound. “Spectre Kryik isn’t a stranger to 
interrogation.” His voice was strict. Straight forward. “I’ve watched him do it many times. 
His tactics are effective. Vakarian can learn from him.” 


She felt the curved back of his talon touch her cheek. A commanding gesture. Pushing her 
face back to meet his gaze. His hand fell away when she did. 


“This is different,” she said. “It’s... something else. It’s not good for them.” 
“Don’t be foolish.” 


Anger flared. Her brows dove together. “You didn’t see Nihlus’s face. The batarian... Balak— 
he’s seen me...” she almost looked away from him again. Stopped only by his short growl. A 
wordless order. “Balak has seen me at my weakest. And he’ll use it to get to them. This isn’t 
just an interrogation. This is personal. Whatever he says will...” 


Jane trailed off. Shook her head, searching his steel gaze. “I just want to move forward with 
my life,” she told him firmly. “I don’t want them to start looking at me like a victim.” 


There was a stiff moment of silence as he held her gaze. Still, unmoving. Not even his chest 
rising for air. All the while those blade-sharp eyes on her. 


Without a word he brushed past her with a huff. “Come.” 


Jane turned her head to watch his shape slip into the dark. Moving toward the armory. After a 
second of consideration she followed. 


The room inside was dim. Lit only by the line of red emergency lights along the floor. Saren 
was waiting on the center mat. Hands clasped, posture straight. He pointed a dagger talon to 
the place in front of him with a wordless growl, circling around her when she came to stand, 
leaving her with nothing but the feeling of his eyes, analyzing her in the dark. 


A silent moment passed while he assessed her. Running the back of his knuckles along the 
sore spot in her shoulder. Testing it for tension. 


“You should understand, human.” When he spoke his voice was a low hum in the dark. 
“Their instinct is to protect you. They won’t turn their backs on the batarian until he’s dealt 
with,” he said. A certain reserve to his words. Like he was thinking something other than 
what he was saying. 


Jane felt her jaw flutter. “I know.” 
More silence. Saren rumbled. A low sound, deep in his chest. “Neither will I.” 


Jane bit down in a wince when his knuckle dug into her sore muscle. Forcing a small amount 
of tension to release. He came around to test the front of her injured shoulder. 


A moment of silence passed as Jane watched him. Waiting for any comment. Any harsh 
critique of her form. He only examined her. Saying nothing. 


“Where were you?” When she spoke it was quiet. ““You weren’t on the ship when we got 
here.” 


Her eyes gauged his. Saren rumbled. Meeting her gaze head on. Quiet a second longer before 
he finally spoke. 


“T had somewhere to be,” he said. Voice low. Reserved. His hard eyes fell to her arm, 
assessing the form of her elbow and wrist. The burning in her shoulder grew as her arm 
began to fatigue. 


“Where?” she asked. 

He didn’t look at her this time. Subvocals silent. Giving away nothing. His hand moved to 
put support beneath her arm. Bringing it back to level when fatigue made it droop. “Family,” 
he told her. 

“Family?” 

It surprised her that he answered. Though she was careful not to let it show. 

He rumbled pensively. Steel eyes fixed on his work. “My brother’s.” 


Jane frowned. “You have a brother?” 


Saren took her hand in a hard grip. For a moment she thought he might not answer. Finally 
ending the silence in a low, “I did.” 


A stark, closed response. Jane took in his profile, the towering shape of him in the low light. 
The movement of his artificial arm easy—natural as he ran his hand down the length of her 
bicep. 


“Was he with you when—” 


Saren cut her off with a gruff hiss. His hard eyes found hers in the dark. “He was killed on 
our ship during the war. I visit his mate and young to leave them credits. I prefer to do so 
discreetly—I would not subject them to my company.” He brought her hand up to rest on the 
muscle of his shoulder. A firm gesture. Pointed. “Does that satisfy your curiosity, human?” 


Jane knew better than to pull away. Letting him stretch her shoulder. Quiet a second before 
frowning. “How old were you when you fought in the war?” she asked. 


Saren hissed again. Seizing her elbow with a firm grip. Forcing it to stay straight. 
“Fifteen,” he told her. 
Her frown deepened. “That’s young.” 


She watched him, towering over her, chest still, like he wasn’t breathing. Rumbling in dissent 
a second later. “Humans coddle their young. Being given rank that age is an honor. I was 
privileged to be given the chance. As was my brother—and my father before him.” 


Even so, she could feel his eyes on her. Studying her. As if to discern her reaction to what he 
said. 


“Though,” his voice wasn’t so harsh when it warmed the dark again, “You’re not the first 
human to say so.” 


The final part was stiff. Almost distant. 


It didn’t seem fair to her. Fifteen. Fifteen when he lost his arm. When he was handed a gun 
and told to die for a cause. Fifteen when he lost the person that every part of him was made 
for. She couldn’t imagine—what it was like for one of them to lose their person. A thought 
that stung, sharp, when it came. 


Saren growled when she let her shoulder roll forward. Unable to bear the weight anymore as 
she leaned into him. 


“Your posture is poor,” he clicked. “You overcompensate with your back to spare your 
shoulder of bearing weight.” 


Before she could argue he braced his hand on the small of her back and pushed more of her 
weight onto him. She could feel the quick thunder of his heart in his chest. Rapid and heavy 
beneath her palm. 


“Head up,” he ordered. “Keep your shoulders straight—or I will not be so easy on you.” 
Jane scoffed through her teeth. A wavering breath. “This is easy?” 


She did her best to keep her muscle relaxed when he slid his hand up her bicep to test it. He 
made a low growl. Leaning some of his weight into her, as if to prove his point. 


“T am coddling you, female. Don’t be foolish.” His voice took a dive. Something deeper— 
scathing. Silver eyes hovering mercilessly over hers. “If I’?d whimpered like you during the 


first year of my rehabilitation, my discharge would’ve been dishonorable.” 


Jane’s eyes flashed. Fingers grasping his cowl. But Saren was faster. Sensing exactly what 
she meant to do. 


Without warning he twisted her hand up, forcing her elbow to bend, turning her in a swift 
motion to bring it behind her back. Now facing away from him. Jane cursed—wincing. 
Feeling her shoulder stretch deeper. 


“Your mates spoil you, human.” Saren trilled. His voice was right there. Low in her ear. 
“They don’t ask what is difficult of you. They don’t push you in the way you need.” 


Jane panted. Fighting the urge to shrink from the ache in her shoulder. The intense burn of 
fatigue. 


“Kryik is too blinded by his affection to see where humans are weak. Where they require 
instruction.” 


She made a hushed growl. Leaning some of her weight into him. Enough that she could send 
her elbow back—right into the soft spot of his waist. His grip on her arm slackened. Giving 
her the chance to gain leverage and knock him back. Wrestling only briefly before she had 
him pinned on the mat. 


“Who’s weak?” The corner of her mouth lifted when he snarled. Leg sliding up behind her. 
His talons encircled her thigh with a punishing grip. She reached to seize the back of his neck 
before he could buck her off. Finger’s digging into that weak spot. 


“Say it again,” she told him. She was leaning her weight into him entirely now. Pain in her 
shoulder be damned. 


He made a low series of clicks. A rasping sound. A fucking laugh. 
“Weak and easy, female,” he hissed. 


She was fast but he was strong. Impossibly so. She hit the mat before she realized he’d 
thrown her. Barely having a second to gather herself, forcing her shoulder to bear weight, 
before he caught her by the calf— dragging her back to him across the floor. 


“Typical human. All it takes is a prod to their ego. So easy to bait.” His knee met the small of 
her back. Commanding grip on the back of her neck. “Push me off of you, human. If you are 
not too weak to test yourself.” 


She knew what he was doing. Antagonizing her. Forcing her to bite back against the pain in 
her shoulder. Anger to replace hurt. She wasn’t even ashamed to admit it worked. 


There was no pushing back against the muscle of his leg. Keeping her pinned. Heat washed 
up her injured arm when she tried. Before he could hiss at her in victory she slid her foot 
between his spur and calf. Forcing it to bend at a painful angle. 


They hit the mat together when she flipped him. His now panting chest pinned beneath her 
back. 


“Easy?” she said again. He was prodding her. Antagonizing—she knew that. Fuck him, for 
being so good at it. 


Saren snarled. Fisting the front of her jumpsuit as he threw her off of him. Like it was 
nothing. She rolled once before catching herself. Scrambling to kneel as they came to face 
each other, panting. 


“Was I unclear, female?” He made a low, rumbling trill. A mocking sound. “Or are you 
begging for mercy?” 


There was an edge to his eyes while he tracked her. Poised on one knee, hand braced on the 
ground. A display of those razor talons. 


Both of them were still. Watching. Waiting for the other to move first. 


She could hear the deep, rushing sound of his breath. See the rise and fall of his chest beneath 
his jumpsuit. Flexing with a lingering growl when he spoke. “I will not be easy with you. You 
will take what I give you—and no less.” 


That look in his eye sharpened. Her only warning. 


His spur caught her shin. A low snarl. Dragging her to him across the mat. She was pinned 
under him in a second. When she moved to throw him, he gripped her by the hair. The closest 
thing to a fringe he could gain control of. His talons dug into the soft skin of her hip. Hard. A 
commanding hold. 


Without a sound he pulled her up. Both of them kneeling on the mat. 


“Training with Nihlus has made you clever.” Saren’s voice was low in her ear. A deep, 
lingering growl. “But you forget, human. I know him well.” 


His grip was tight in her hair. Keeping her back pressed to him. Massive chest rising and 
falling as they both panted in silence. 


“T know his limits.” His hand left her waist, sliding up the exposed column of her throat. “His 
weaknesses.” 


“Saren.” She could feel the heat of his muscle, pressed against her. Her breath hitched when 
Saren squeezed her throat in his hand. Not enough to choke. Just enough to remind her who 
was holding it. “Nihlus—” 


“Are you helpless, Shepard? Is that what you are?” 
Nihlus would kill him. She was sure of it. 


The razor edge of his thumb talon swiped across the lower half of her face. Displaying its 
size. Its sharpness. 


“Do you fight like a victim?” 
His breath scorched a trail across her neck. So dangerously close to her throat. 
Hell smell him on you. 


She felt his hand squeezed a little harder when she swallowed. Like he enjoyed the 
movement of her throat in his palm. 


“Are these the scars of a victim, human?” 
Even from downstairs. He’d come. The only turian instinct stronger than fight. 
Saren rumbled. “Are mine?” 


Shepard reached to grip his forearm, feeling it harden under her touch. She felt the wire 
muscle of his chest rise—then still. Unbreathing. 


Saren released her with a shove. A hard snarl. 
“Such a spoiled human.” 


She realized what he was doing the second he said it. She hit the mat on her hands and knees. 
Still as she caught her breath. Saren growled—a slow, deep sound, lingering as he spoke. 


“Leave before he comes. You won’t like what happens if he does.” 


Jane turned on her haunches to face him, quick to gather her feet. He was still kneeling. Head 
ducked and turned away. Those lethal eyes fixed on the door. 


When she hesitated he snarled. His talons flexed on the floor. The jump of his bicep beneath 
his suit. Chest still and unmoving. 


“Leave!” he commanded. 


Jane backed through the doorway into the dim hall. Her breath was rapid and heavy against 
the dark. She stood, staring at the door as it closed. A second passed before she reached up, 
gripping lightly where Saren had held her throat, feeling the warmth, the slickness of 
something wet, where his talons must’ ve— 


She heard the door to the lower level slide open down the hall. Jane turned her head, letting 
her hand fall away from her neck. 


He looked deadly in the dark. Moving in and out of shadow. The pale, skull-like markings on 
his face catching light as his shape appeared—lethal muscle, talons and teeth, towering as he 
grew closer. 


“Shepard.” His voice was dark. A low rasp. “You’re bleeding.” 


She turned to face him fully. Watching Nihlus stop a few paces away. A silent 
acknowledgement that he’d sensed her fear downstairs. The very reason he’d had Garrus 
send her away. 


Jane watched his head dip slightly. That turian posture of deference. Nihlus held his hand out 
to her. Palm up, talons curled in a way that disguised some of their sharpness. 


“Can I look?” 


He purred softly when she didn’t hesitate. Coming to him as she spoke. “I was training with 
Saren. He must’ve scratched me.” 


She felt his hand reach to take hers. Lifting it to examine the blood now on her fingertips. His 
thumb swiped the color from her skin before he made a soft rumble. Cocking his head. His 
green eyes moved with precision to the side of her neck. 


Nihlus released her hand. Tucking the side of his curved talon beneath her chin. Lifting it 
gently to bare her throat. 


The rapid dial of his eyes burned away any color, leaving only a halo of green as he growled, 
a long, low sound—poised and quiet. His fringe narrowed. Talon still holding her chin when 
he took a step closer. 


She felt the now growing heat of his body against hers. Pushing her back into the wall. 


His other hand came to brace against the metal above her head. That growling sound lingered 
in his chest when he bowed over her. 


“He made you bleed.” 


His voice deepened into something darker. She could feel the warmth of his mouth, hovering 
over the mark he’d left on her throat. His massive chest rose and fell a little faster against 
hers. 


“T can fucking smell him.” 


Her blood spiked at the sound. The low, heated quality of his voice. Nihlus ducked his head, 
ready to turn for the armory, for Saren, stopping as his gaze fell lower to her waist. Jane 
followed his attention, noticing several torn grooves in her jumpsuit where Saren had gripped 
her. Now pink with a light amount of blood. 


She felt the tip of his talons ghost her hip. Touching it. There was no helping her then. 


Nihlus snarled. Seized her by the waist as his fist met the doorlock to the bunks. Jane 
stumbled backward through the door when he pushed her, surrounding her with the heat of 
his body, throwing her down onto the nearest bunk the second she was close. 


The room was empty. Leaving nothing but the sounds of their breathing, growing heavy as 
Nihlus climbed on top of her, causing the mattress to bow under her with his weight. 


He growled, a low sound. His talons came to grasp wildly at the front of her clothes. The 
jump of his bicep—two harsh pulls and a low roar, and the fabric gave, torn away as he let it 
go, not caring where it landed. 


His burning palm moved up her naked skin, passing over her breast. The air hitched in her 
throat. She arched into the touch. Feeling it linger before moving to cradle the side of her 
neck. 


Nihlus didn’t speak. Only panting, rapid and deep, his eyes a perfect match to the dark. She 
watched his mandibles slide back. He lowered over her, still gripping her by the waist. The 
race of his dry, hot tongue along her neck made her gasp. 


“Nihlus.” 


He made a low groan. An almost pained sound. His knee pushed between her thighs. Body 
held tight to hers—covering her completely. Jane slid her leg around his narrow waist. 
Feeling the muscle of his stomach jump at the contact. His tongue snaked lower down her 
collarbone. 


Jane heard the slide of a door across the hall. She let her head roll sideways on the pillow, 
looking out into the dark. She could see him, a spectral shape, a glint of silver as he cocked 
his head. Gunmetal eyes tracking her in silence. There and gone as the sound of his boots 
trailed away toward the door to the lower level. 


A snarl came from down the hall. More footsteps approaching as someone must’ve crossed 
his path. Nihlus panted her name. Warm mouth skating up her throat and along her jaw. 


“Open your mouth,” he commanded softly. 


The sound of his voice sent heat through her. She arched against him when he used his thumb 
to tilt her face to his. 


His mouth found hers with a hushed growl. She felt the heat of his tongue push in. Sweeping 
against hers. Deeper down to the threshold of her throat. 


The sound of boots breached the doorway. 
“What the hell is wrong with Arterius? Is Jane—” 
Garrus. 


Nihlus snarled. Rearing back on his knees over her. His hand moved to grip the front of her 
throat. Covering it. Claiming it. 


Jane turned her head to see him stopped dead in the doorway. His blue eyes were on Nihlus. 
Sharp. Still breathing heavily from whatever they’d been doing to the batarian downstairs. 


“Spirits... Kryik.” 


Garrus’s gaze stayed locked on him. He took a cautious step into the room. Nihlus braced his 
hand beside her on the pillow. A low, rolling growl, lowered over her. 


“Jane...” Garrus’s eyes softened. A little distant. Fixed solely on Nihlus. “You okay?” 
Jane nodded, struggling to catch her breath. “I’m okay. Just—fuck—” 


The last part was nearly a sob. Feeling the back of Nihlus’s curved talon snake down between 
her legs. A firm, demanding touch. Forcing a moan from her with predatory ease. 


Her head rolled back on the pillow, returning her gaze back to Nihlus, poised over. She heard 
Garrus move in closer. Answered by Nihlus’s low hiss. 


“Easy, Kryik. She needs...” Garrus exhaled. Panted. “She needs both of us. You know that. 
Let me...spirits let me hold her. So you can fill her first. She needs it, Nihlus. Her smell is 
sweet.” 


Her foot slid down the hard muscle of his calf. Hooking his spur. Nihlus was silent as he 
watched Garrus come closer. Breath growing heavier. Green eyes deadly with focus. 


Her gaze lingered on the movement of his chest. The way it flexed with every panting exhale 
as Garrus came to stand beside the bed, shoulders eased back—showing the muscle in a way 
that caught Nihlus’s attention. The second his eyes shifted Garrus lifted his head. Giving him 
a glimpse of his throat. Tightening with a low trill. 


“She’s warm, isn’t she Kryik? Ready for you.” 


Without hesitating Garrus moved in. Nudging his face against Nihlus’s. A skim of their 
cheeks together. For a moment Nihlus was still. Not letting go of her. She saw Garrus’s 
tongue race out along the side of his neck. 


Nihlus exhaled in a rush. Cocking his head to give Garrus more access. His wild green eyes 
fell to her on the bed. 


“He made her markings bleed.” There was heat in his voice. A growl lurking just behind his 
words. 


Garrus continued to nuzzle against him as he brought one knee onto the bed. She felt his 
talons in her hair. Stroking gently before slipping his hand under her good shoulder to draw 
her up. 


Nihlus snarled when he noticed. But Garrus was already there. Settling in behind her to draw 
her up onto his lap. Away from Nihlus’s touch. 


“He was rough. He marked her throat with his talons,” Garrus told him. His voice low— 
soothing. 


Nihlus’s hand moved to grip her thigh, rising up on his knees. “He did both.” He came over 
them. Talon sliding back between her legs. 


Garrus rumbled. “You’re in need. You’re not thinking straight.” She felt the heavy muscle of 
his arm slide around her waist. Reaching to lower Nihlus’s zipper and free him from his 
clothes. “Let me help you.” 


Nihlus collapsed into her with a stifled grunt when Garrus gripped him. Garrus moved 
quickly. She felt the muscle of his arm tighten around her. Shifting her from between them to 
the edge of the bed. 


Nihlus snarled, but Garrus was already over him, pushing him down onto his back with a 
rough shove. A soft growl. The muscle of his bicep jumped as he began stroking Nihlus’s 
heavy erection. It looked aching, full, already spending come in a slick line. 


She watched Nihlus’s back arch. A rough thrust into Garrus’s punishing grip, sliding one leg 
up behind him. 


“You're going to hurt her like this.” Garrus’s voice was low, deep. “You should come once 
before she takes you.” 


Nihlus’s breathing was wild. Drawing her attention to the way his chest panted, the way his 
mandibles went slack, head rolling back to hang his fringe off the bed, fucking up into 
Garrus’s hand with fervor. 


There was no missing the way Garrus’s blue eyes went to his throat. Nihlus reached to grip 
his forearm. The bed was shuddering with his movement. Every heavy shove into Garrus’s 
pumping hand. Garrus kept him pinned by the shoulder. She could see the tension, the subtle 
flex of their muscle as the two seemed to wrestle with each other—Garrus trying to keep him 
down as Nihlus sought more, fucked harder, panting as he snarled. 


She watched his body arch off the bed. His narrow stomach tightened. Yanking Garrus 
toward him as come began running down his cock in thick ribbons. Slicking Garrus’s hand. 


He didn’t stop rutting when he came. Pulling Garrus closer to him when he tried to pull away. 


“Garrus—” the way Nihlus said his name made Jane flash hot, spearing want through her in 
an instant. “Fuck—not yet—I need...” 


Nihlus made a low, hoarse groan. Surprisingly human. He was coming again in a matter of 
seconds. Garrus whined, pinning him with his weight as he took what Nihlus gave him. 
Rough and hard. A third wave of come before his breathing collapsed. His thrusting slowed 
in pace. Keening as his head turned, wild green eyes finding her. She watched his chin lift. 
Baring his throat to her. 


“Jane...” A dark, heated rasp. 
Begging her closer. 


Garrus ducked his head as he turned to look at her. Both turians panting, still gripping each 
other. Garrus slid his hand from Nihlus’s shoulder. He held it out to her. 


“Human.” A soft trill. “He won’t hurt you when he’s tired. But he won’t stay tired for long.” 


His blue eyes scanned her face for any sign of hesitation. Any sign she didn’t want this. 


Jane rose up on her knees on the bed. His hand was heated, warm for her, when she took it. 
She would be crazy not to. He brought her to rest between them as Nihlus sat up. Both of 
them closing in around her. 


Nihlus was still panting. Rewarding her with the feeling of his chest against hers, the flex of 
his narrow waist between her thighs. Body heated—burning—begging for her touch. 


She felt his talons in her hair. Combing softly as his forehead met hers. 


“Jane.” More of sigh now. Hushed, just between them. “I scared you. Downstairs.” Not a 
question. Nor an accusation. Like he was admitting something. Something he’d done wrong. 
Ashamed. “I'd understand if you didn’t want to—” 


Jane’s hand moved to rest on his forearm. Feeling it flex to greet her touch. “I want you.” 
Did he really think she’d turn him away because of that? “You won’t hurt me.” 


She felt his breath falter. Exhaling in a rush as he gripped her thigh. Pressing his body to hers. 
Displaying it to her. 


“I’m yours, Jane. J swear, I would never—” His breath was picking up again. Talons grasping 
almost desperately at her waist. 


“T trust you, Nihlus.” Her hand slid up the back of his neck. Thighs flexing as she rose up. 
“Every part of you.” Her mouth skimmed down the edge of his jaw. Feeling it tilt, raise, like 
he was offering his throat. “A// of you—you’re mine,” she murmured. 


There was no part of him she’d ever turn away. Even the ones that scared her. Every part of 
him. She meant it. 


Nihlus made that same, low groan when she pushed him down onto the bed again. Garrus’s 
arm was around her waist. Lifting her, aligning her over him, heated body pressed against her 
back. 


A brief sear as Nihlus breached her. Making her inhale sharply. A sound that quickly 
collapsed into a moan when he thrust in, pulling her down onto him. Garrus kept his grip on 
his still full erection—keeping him from spearing her in a single motion. 


“Warm her, Kryik. She’s tight,” Garrus rumbled. Words she felt in his chest, panting and hot. 


Nihlus only made a rasping sound, a low hiss, head rolling back again as he gave her several 
shallow, light thrusts. 


“Do you see what you do to him, female?” Garrus’s voice was low in her ear. Deep and 
smooth. “Can you feel how fucking badly he needs you? He’s yours, Jane.” 


Nihlus made a stifled grunt. Garrus released his cock, running his still slick hand up her 
stomach, leaving trails of Nihlus’s come as he stroked her softly. Covering her with it. With 
his scent. 


She saw Nihlus’s green eyes flash. Watching him. The muscle of his chest jumped, grip 
cinching on her waist. A low snarl, thrusting into her once, harder, deeper, then pulling out to 
spear his heated cock up the outside of her stomach. Sending heavy ropes of his come across 
her flushed skin. Marking her. 


When he pushed back into her she nearly doubled over. Held only by the strength of Garrus’s 
arm. Nihlus was moving faster again. Working himself deeper, a feeling that had her up and 
over the edge after a few more rough thrusts. 


“Fuck—Jane,” Nihlus’s voice was panting, wild and desperate, feeling her flutter around him. 
His body responding instantly with a rush of warmth. The jerk of his cock inside of her. 
Filling her with wave after heavy wave of his next orgasm. 


The sounds he was making now were animal. Low huffs, soft growls, eyes glassy and lost in 
a haze of his need. Need for her. 


His hands slipped down to rest on her thighs as Garrus pushed her down. Guiding the 
swelling base of Nihlus’s still throbbing erection inside of her. 


Nihlus made a rasping hiss. Body tuning, muscles flexing with the feeling, lying still on the 
bed. Still in a way Jane had never seen him before. 


He was panting frantically. Gaze soft and dazed as he looked at her—only her. 
“Nihlus...” 


Her hand went to the side of his face. An action he answered with a low huff. Lifting his 
chin, giving her a flash of his smooth, dark throat. 


“Kryik...spirits...” Garrus’s voice was breathless. Watching him. “He’s...” 

Garrus made a low, keening noise. 

“They don’t show that...in the vids. I’ve never seen a male ready to be marked before.” 
“T’m yours, Jane.” 

“He wants it, human. Look at him.” 


“Do you see what you do to him...how badly he needs you?” 


Jane slid her hand up the back of his neck. Nihlus made a stifled grunt, writhing under her. 
His orgasm hadn’t finished. She could feel it for herself. “How do you know?” she said. 


Garrus was touching her. Running his hands up and down the contour of her waist. Her hips. 
Like he couldn’t stop—couldn’t get enough. 


“Tt’s instinct. He’s...dazed. Compliant. Fuck—Shepard, will you? Please...I...I want to see it. 
I want it, Jane. So fucking badly.” She could feel him, panting behind her. The firm pressure 


of his need pressed against her. Nihlus made a low rasp, a weak push up into her, muscles 
conforming to the movement, still spending himself inside of her. 


“We’re yours, Jane.” Garrus slid his hand up the front of her throat. Marking it with Nihlus’s 
smell. With his. “Please...spirits...” 


“I'd understand if you didn t want to—”’ 

... Ashamed. 

She remembered the way Garrus had looked at her. In the comms room. 
CEO found dead at 32. 

“Tt was...surprisingly easy. Is that...okay?” 


It was a part of them. A darker part. One neither was sure she would accept. Maybe it was 
instinct. Maybe it was something else. Either way, Jane realized all at once, they needed her 
to... 


“Show us, human. Please.” 


Jane braced her hand beside Nihlus on the pillow, lowering over him. An action that made 
both turians trill. Garrus cursed. Came over her from behind. Staying close. His heated hand 
slid up her exposed back. 


Nihlus was still breathing wildly. She felt his hand squeeze her thigh. The burning heat of his 
scales warmed her lips as they came to hover just above his neck. His chin lifted. Giving it to 
her. His talons moved to her hair. Guiding her mouth over. Forward. To the dead center of his 
throat. 


A place the mark couldn’t hide. 


“Female...” Nihlus’s voice was breathless. Deep. Another press up into her, filling her belly 
with his warmth. “Please.” 


Begging. 


She wasn’t sure it would work. Not at first. The metallic taste of him met her tongue. The 
pressure of her teeth as she bit him, softly, then harder, the sheer heat of his scales making it 
easy. The sear of his blood filled her mouth. She could feel words thrumming in his throat. 
Too gasping, too desperate for her translator to sort. He bucked up into her a few times, 
holding her there, holding her to him, the weight of his arm around her back, talons 
squeezing in her hair. A tight embrace. Words in her ear she didn’t understand. 


“Kryik...please...let me see.” Garrus’s voice was ragged and low. Needing. His talons 
brushed the hair from the side of her face. Trying to see what she’d done to him. 


It took him a moment before Nihlus let her go. Talons slipping from her hair. Though his arm 
stayed around her. 


Jane’s eyes found his, sharper now, roaming her face to take in the sight of his blood on her 
chin. He reached to cup it. The lethal talon of his thumb stroking her lower lip. He spoke 
softly. 


“Yours, Shepard. Forever.” 


She didn’t know what he’d said to her before. Though, whatever it was, she knew he meant 
it. 


She watched his green eyes shift behind her to Garrus, who was utterly silent as he seemed to 
stare down at the fresh mark on Nihlus’s throat. Still welling with blood—a dark blue 
crescent against his ink scales. 


He wasn’t ready for Nihlus to reach and grip him by the shoulder. To pull them both up, 
pressing her between the heat of both males, trilling as his mandibles slid back, his mouth 
opened, bowing over Garrus as his razor teeth— 


“Oh fuck—Nihlus—" 


Garrus’s voice faltered. Collapsing as it broke apart. His breath picked up into unsteady 
rhythm as Nihlus sunk in, harder. A firm squeeze of his jaws, keeping Garrus still, sending 
beads of dark blood down the front of Garrus’s shoulder. 


If she rested her head on his chest she could see it. See the way his head tilted back. The way 
his blue eyes lifted to the ceiling, growing soft. The hushed, rapid sound of his breath in the 
dark. 


“You're mine.” 


Nihlus’s voice was deep and smooth. Alluring as he trilled, drawing back to race his cheek 
along Garrus’s scarred mandible. His hand skated down the front of Garrus’s throat. Drawing 
the zipper of his jumpsuit lower. Nihlus shifted Jane in an easy motion to draw her into his 
lap. 


Garrus was already looking at her when she came to face him. She could feel the heat of 
Nihlus’s bare chest against her back. The race of his heart, steady and hard as he lifted her, 
sitting her to straddle Garrus with a low purr. 


Neither male spoke. Garrus’s lethal eyes were fixed on the blood still wet on her chin. His 
narrow stomach flexed as Nihlus reached to grip him, freeing him from his jumpsuit. He was 
already full, hard and ready to be touched. Nihlus stroked him as Jane rose on her knees, 
steadying herself with both hands on Garrus’s broad shoulders. 


He made a low whine when she ducked her head down. Breath climbing toward something 
frantic the second Nihlus brought his already spilling cock to align with her. His heat was 
searing the moment it touched her soft skin. Her mouth found the front of his throat—sinking 
down onto him as her mouth opened. 


A wildfire of blood on her tongue. The taste of him. The feeling of his whine, his muffled 
groan, deep in his throat. He didn’t move inside of her—didn’t need to—already coming the 
second she took him. He didn’t touch her. Didn’t speak. Only lifted his chin to give her what 
she wanted. Taking what she gave him. 


Nihlus carded his talons through her hair. A steady hand on her waist to guide her down, 
pressing him deeper, purring to her, “Good, Jane, you should claim him all the way. Let him 
feel all of you.” His warm mouth pressed in her hair. “His body should know who it belongs 
to.” 


Garrus reached to hold her when Jane drew away. Not letting an inch grew between them 
before he moved to race his tongue along her mouth urgently. Tasting both of them on her. 
Rocking up into her as he panted, both arms snaking around her. 


He rode her slowly. Less frantic than Nihlus. Like he was savoring her warmth. Completely 
swallowing her in his embrace as he trilled for her. Trailing several soft nips across her 
shoulder. 


“Spirits ...vuman...You’re like heaven. ” 
His voice was deep, panting in her ear. 


His final rock into her was deep. Pushing in to lock them together. One arm released her, grip 
finding Nihlus’s waist, pulling him closer firmly. She felt Garrus lean in. Nihlus tensed, 
grunting, talons digging softly into her hip when Garrus’s teeth found their mark. 


The dark air smelled sharp with their blood. The only sound now was their hushed breath. 
Low, wordless sounds that passed between them until Garrus pulled away. She felt the heat of 
Nihlus’s blood as Garrus kissed her shoulder. Saying her name quietly, followed by what she 
knew now were his favorite words, “I love you.” 


Words Jane knew ran deep. The best kind of scar. Leaving Jane with the firm reminder, that it 
was one they shared. That no matter what had happened in her past, both of them wanted her, 
already loved her, no matter what. 


“Always,” Nihlus said softly. 
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It was late. Nearly day cycle, though the ship was still dark. It wasn’t unusual for any military 
trained turian to be awake at this hour. Though, in the dark, at the head of the hall, Nihlus 
could see Saren hadn’t slept at all. 


He was seated. Elbows braced on the table with his face in his hands. The bottle of liquor in 
front of him still had its lid on. A good sign, at least. 


Nihlus was silent as he came toward him. Stopping near the head of the table. When Saren 
didn’t move, Nihlus rumbled. A passive growl. Reaching to take the bottle. 


“You quit years ago.” 


The heavy glass made a sliding sound as he retrieved it, walking it back over to the food prep 
station against the wall. His hand lingered on the neck when he set it down. Eyes hovering 
over the dark liquid inside. 


“You made her bleed. So we would leave Balak,” he said. Voice low and calm. A statement— 
not a question. “Because she wanted you to.” 


A second of silence. Followed by Saren’s low growl. The only answer Nihlus would get. 
Though he didn’t need one. He knew Saren too well. 


“What did the batarian tell you—” 

Saren made a hard snarl. He heard the side of his fist meet the table. An abrupt, heavy sound. 
Nihlus turned. 

He still had one hand on his face. Making it unreadable. 


“T should have...” his voice was low. A worn rasp. Trailing off before it came back with more 
conviction. “I should have looked for her sooner.” 


He saw his fist flex on the table. His breath was slow—unsteady. 


“T should have looked for Hannah. I would’ve known—about her, about Mindoir—I could 
have stopped it.” 


Nihlus didn’t speak. Watching him, his friend, or what used to be, staring ahead into nothing 
but the dark. 


“T was a coward,” there was venom in his voice when he said it. “They told me that she 
wasn’t real. That it wasn’t natural. I shut her away. I could have—!" 


Nihlus hissed. His footsteps trailed toward Saren at the table. 


“Self-pity, Arterius. The only one to blame for any of this is Balak,” he said, voice cool. Sure. 
“You can’t regret—" 


Saren stood swiftly from the table, sending his chair back across the floor. 
“All I feel is regret!” 


His talons gripped the edge of the table like he might send it down to join the chair. Stopping 
with a jump of his wire muscle. 


“For her. For my brother. For you.” His words dropped low—sharp through his teeth. “And 
why shouldn’t I? Hesitation, Nihlus. Missed chances. Necessary sacrifices. You know better 
than anyone what those cost.” 


His grey eyes were sharp and wild in the dark. Enough to make anyone shrink. Though 
Nihlus stood his ground. “You’re living in the past.” Nihlus’s voice was even. Calm. “That’s 
all regret is.” 


“The past is all I have.” 


Saren’s words stung the air between them. Bitter. Harsh. Nihlus felt his mandibles pull in 
tight to his jaw. A second passed and he clicked, shifting to stand taller in front of him. 


“And this?” he nodded in the direction of the control ramp. Holding his gaze. “Our ship? Our 
missions?” 


Saren rumbled. Ducking his head to look away. 


Nihlus hissed. “I’ve been trying damned hard to move forward,” he said. “Because my mate 
wants you here. Because I get it. You did what you needed to get her out of there. All of us, 
you included, gave her a future. One that you’re a part of. Don’t fucking tell me you regret 
that.” 


Arterius snarled, shifting closer. The side of his fist met Nihlus’s chest, pushing him back, 
stepping into his space. The most provoking posture a turian could take. A direct challenge. 


“T could have done more,” he demanded. Those blade-sharp eyes were steeled and fixed on 
him, constricting as he snarled, “J should have been better.” 


It must’ve been something. Balak must’ve told him something—or maybe it was all of it. 
Maybe it was too much. Even for Saren. Hearing what had happened to Jane. Hearing Balak 
sneer about it like he fucking liked it. 


Maybe that was it. The reason he's spared Nihlus of it. Spared Garrus of it. Because he knew 
it was too much. Nihlus didn’t know. But he did know this. This side of Saren. This cruel 
side, that was cruelest of all to himself. 


Nihlus pushed his arm away. “You think I don’t wish things could’ve been better?” he said. 
“That maybe, if I’d looked into Vakarian’s ship going down over Mindoir—or if I’d hunted 
the Shadow Broker sooner—I could’ve stopped both of them from being hurt?” 


Saren hissed. Nihlus didn’t give him room to speak. 


“Tt drives you insane. Thinking of what you could’ve done. How you could’ve changed 
things. But it had to be that moment . That one fucking moment, when they took me, and 
threw her in that room at the exact same second.” 


It was his turn to step in. To grab his cowl, shake him once, firm, not letting go. “An inch 
closer and that rocket would’ve killed Vakarian. A second later and Jane wouldn’t have made 
it out of that tunnel on Akuze. A minute longer in the snow and none of us would’ve survived 
Noveria. The things that went right, Arterius. The shit we do that makes a difference. That 
has to matter too.” 


For a second Arterius didn’t speak. He was close enough Saren wouldn’t dare look away. The 
instinct to hold his gaze too deep, too nailed in by whatever relentless training he’d faced as a 


pup. 


Nihlus saw his chest rise with a low inhale. His steel eyes went lower. To the fresh mark on 
his throat. Her mark. 


His gaze lingered for a long moment in silence. Finally Saren gave a hard huff. Pried his hand 
from his cowl and took a step back, turning away. Silent. 


“T know what you did for Garrus,” Nihlus said. “For his sister, for him, reactivating his 
status. Getting his basic badge approved by the hierarchy. Jane never would’ve learned to 
control her biotics without her Helix implant. And I never would’ve made her get one.” 


Nihlus let out a heavy breath. Bracing his hands on the table as he turned away from Saren. 
“Tt would’ve scared her—I’m sure it did. I wouldn’t have made her take it.” 


Saren’s low rumble came from somewhere beside him. “Do I not tell you—you are too soft 
on her.” 


His voice was lower now. Less heated than before. 


“Maybe I am,” Nihlus said. He ducked his head to gaze down the hall, toward their nest in 
the bunks. “But after everything she’s been through—that’s what I’ ll give her. Something 
soft, and safe. And what you do for her...she needs that too.” 


There was part of her that needed him. A fact Nihlus had slowly come to terms with—as 
much as he hated to admit it. Because, even more than that, there was a very large part of 
Saren that needed Jane as well. 


No part of Nihlus wanted to imagine what it would be like to lose Jane. Though he knew, 
with deep certainty, that if that moment ever came, he would clinb to anything, any part of 
her that was left—like it was life itself. 


“It’s...” Saren’s voice was deep, farther off. He turned to see the Spectre gazing down at his 
artificial hand. Like even now, it felt foreign. “It’s the only time I don’t feel like a part of me 
is gone.” 


Nihlus studied his profile in the dim lights of the control panel. He was quiet a moment 
before letting his hand fall back to his side. 


“She looks exactly like I remember her,” Saren spoke quietly. A sound few ever heard. “Now 
that she smells like you it’s harder. Easier to lose control. Her smell was the only way to stay 
grounded.” 


Nihlus rumbled. Doing his damned hardest to bite down on that spark of heat in his blood. “I 
know.” 


Saren made a low click, turning to face him. 
“They told me humans don’t bond.” 


Nihlus let his shoulders ease back, giving him a clear view of what he was looking for, that 
dark crescent on his neck that smelled sweetly of his female. Something any male would be 
proud to display. 


“She calls it love,” Nihlus told him. 
Saren rumbled, eyes distant as they lingered over his mark. “Typical human.” 
He said nothing else. Nihlus studied him the dark. 


“She won’t be awake for a few more hours,” he said. A brief pause. “She’ll want to know 
what Balak said to you, when she is.” 


The subtle flex of his muscle as Saren bristled. He gave a low growl. “As she should.” 


Nihlus pushed away from the table. His subvocals made a low thrum. “The bunk next to us is 
empty.” He slipped back into the darkness of the hall. “Maybe she will help you sleep.” 


Nihlus didn’t wait for him to answer, too eager to crawl back into bed with his female, 
bedding down in the tangle of their warm covers as he nested beside her. 


Jane was on her back. Garrus curled over her from the side with his talons in her hair. Nihlus 
gave her a testing sniff, a soft press of his mouth against her amp scar, before resting his head 


beside Garrus’s on the pillow. Enjoying the light, warm huff of his sleeping breath against his 
neck. 


Not long after he’d settled, Nihlus heard the door to the bunks slide open. That ghost quiet 


sound of Saren’s footsteps approaching. Pausing only briefly before trailing away toward the 
bed lined head to head with theirs. 


He heard the slow shuffle of Saren removing the last pieces of armor. The ruffle of sheets as 
he must’ve eased down onto the bed. Jane made a light inhale, turning to lay her head on 
Nihlus’s shoulder. Drawing a low purr out of him. Silence fell, and Nihlus found it easy to 
slip back into sleep, drawn in by the warmth of his mates, the deep, slow cadence of Saren’s 
breath, just on the other side of the headrail. A sound Nihlus had once found deeply familiar. 


It must’ve been several hours before he woke again—senses tuning to the subtle tells his 
female was stirring. The slight uptick in her body heat, breath growing lighter in her soft, 
warm chest. Garrus was purring. Jane was still lying on her back, her face nestled into his, 
Garrus’s thumb massaging soft lines across her injured shoulder. 


Nihlus slid his leg in to twine with hers. Burying his face in the side of her hair. Stroking that 
supple, heated, amazingly soft skin on her cheek with his talons. 


“T can bring her food,” Garrus’s voice was low, still groggy with sleep. “So you can keep her 
warm.” 


Nihlus purred in wordless acknowledgment. He watched his mate slip carefully away and 
retreat through the door before shifting some of his weight to settle over her, sharing his heat. 
His talons carded through her hair. Stopping only when he felt resistance just behind her ear. 
He made a low rumble, lifting his head, eyes zeroing in on the ribbon of her hair that had 
been dragged through beneath the headrail. Now caged by Saren’s talons. 


He could see it, resting beneath his palm, coiled once around his index. 
He was lying on his stomach. Still deep in sleep. 
“Nihlus?” 


He felt the tone of her muscle as Jane stretched under him. A hand on his waist. Rolling over 
to press her warm mouth to his throat. Her hair slipped away from Saren’s talons. 


Nihlus watched him sit up with a sharp inhale. Breath shallow and quick as his steel eyes 
searched the room with a look Nihlus had never seen on him before. Panic. A second later 
his gaze moved down to his empty hand on the bed. 


Jane rested her face against Nihlus’s neck, mumbling blearily, ““Where’s Garrus?” 


He heard the low ruffle of sheets as Saren must’ve stood, retreating quickly to the shower 
area, Jane still too groggy to notice. 


Nihlus gave her a low purr. “You need food. He’ll bring it to you.” 


It took several minutes before Vakarian came back. Time Nihlus reveled in, soaking in Jane’s 
warmth and softness, getting as much of her scent on him as he could. When Garrus re- 
emerged he was holding a dry fruit pack and a packet of water. His hand went to scrub the 
top of his fringe—face a little sheepish as he held it out to her. 


“My, uh, mom wants us to come to breakfast.” 


Jane was already unscrewing the water cap to take a heavy drink. Pausing when Garrus 
spoke. He watched her throat tighten with a swallow. 


“We have a batarian slaver held hostage in our cargo space,” she said, her voice that husky, 
wry sound. 


Nihlus trilled. “The batarian couldn’t walk out of here if we let him.” They’d made damn 
sure of it last night. 


Jane’s green eyes shifted up to him. Garrus made a low purr. “Assuming Arterius left him 
alive,” he rumbled. 


Saren’s harsh growl cut between them, washing the smell of steam and soap into the room. 
He answered with a curt, hard, “He’s breathing.” 


An important distinction. 


Nihlus watched him come. The top half of his jumpsuit hung from his narrow waist, showing 
those vicious, chrome clan markings streaked down his chest. He paid no mind to any of 
them as he began pulling on pieces of his armor he’d left on the top bunk. 


Jane’s attention lingered on him, earning her a testing, curious sniff from Garrus as he sat 
beside her on the bed. 


“T can tell her we have work—need to depart early,” he said. 


Jane frowned. “No, we should go. It’s a good idea. You should spend as much time with her 
as possible.” 


Nihlus could tell Saren was tuned in, though his posture did nothing to show it. Only noting a 
jump in his muscle when Jane said his name. 


“Did Balak give you anything useful?” she asked him. 
Garrus was busy helping her open her food pack, Nihlus studying her as Jane twisted on the 
bed to fully face Arterius. He seemed dutiful in keeping his gaze on his work, zipping his 


jumpsuit to his throat before taking up his omni-tool. 


“He’s here alone to sell goods from his raids. His operation is based on colony soil. Our point 
of interest will be Bahak.” 


Nihlus rumbled. “That’s hostile territory.” 


He should know. It’s where he’d lost his ship. 
Saren clicked in acknowledgement. “It will be up to the human to decide. The mark is hers.” 


Jane turned back to Nihlus. Making his blood heat, shoulders easing back a little in pride. 
Trying to gauge his response, he could tell. She would trust his advice. 


“Tt’s not impossible. If that’s what you want,” he told her. He moved his talon to rest beneath 
her chin, admiring her soft face. “I know a route through the Bahak System. It’s dark, no 
traffic, no patrols.” 


Garrus made a warning rumble. “Sounds like a slaver route.” 
Smart kid. 
“Which is exactly where we’d want to be,” Jane countered. 


A moment of silence. His blue eyes moved to her. “Jane...this won’t be like Noveria. The 
second we breach Bahak airspace—” 


“We’ll be surrounded.” Saren’s voice cut between them. Harsh and bloodless. Cruel with the 
reality of what they intended to do. “There will be no safe area to retreat. No back up. Only 
whatever luck the spirits decide to give.” 


“Then we move quietly. We follow Nihlus’s path. Stick to the shadows. And we hunt them. 
One by one.” 


Her words were cold. Adding a chill to the air, her green eyes now hovering over Saren. The 
Spectre wasn’t looking at her. Though Nihlus could feel the sharp uptick of his body heat 
when he reached to grip the upper bunk rail. Subvocals eerily silent. 


“The ship is perfect for it. Isn’t it?” Jane rose up on her knees, bracing a hand against 
Nihlus’s shoulder to stand. She was wearing his shirt. A fact that made him warmer, 
whenever he let it pull his focus. Focus! “It’s small—easy to maneuver. Fast. Garrus already 
updated its firepower and controls.” 


“Its drivers,” Garrus corrected her. “And its entire artillery system. With a cloaking 
mechanism to the shield that’s not technically legal, but it came with a signal boost I can use 
to hijack another ships frequency if it gets too close to—” 


“You will show me.” Arterius spoke before he could finish. His hand fell away from the rail, 
turning, moving closer to their bunk—a bold action from another male. One that made both 
of them growl in warning. Garrus’s hand moved to Jane’s waist. 


Saren snarled. Dismissing the threat. Commanding them to focus. “Every feature. Every 
mechanism. Every key and ability on this ship. You will show me before we depart,” he 
demanded. 


Both of them rose to stand beside Jane as Saren stopped in front of her. Posturing with his 
shoulders back, hands clasped behind him, displaying his size to the female in front of him. 


“Spectre Kryik will map the route, so the human can see it for herself.” He cocked his head 
when his steel gaze moved to him. “You will pilot. Your evasion tactics are strong. You can 
easily out-maneuver any trouble.” 


Nihlus felt that familiar rush of heat in his chest—one that often came with Saren’s praise. A 
feeling he’d once chased recklessly. From the only turian to ever offer it to him. 


“Garrus can monitor signals to spot targets. We want to be sure we’re taking out the right 
ships. And know when anything is getting close.” 


Jane was looking at Saren when she spoke. Directly gauging him for his reaction. Earning her 
a low rumble in approval. His head lowered to meet her gaze more directly. Followed by his 
poised, exacting, “Well done.” 


“Tt’ll take time,” Nihlus told her. Ducking his head, shifting to face her. “If you want to hunt 
slavers on their own territory, you'll need patience. We could be occupying hostile airspace 
for several weeks. Maybe more.” 


Several weeks of living on high alert. Ready to fight. Sleeping in shifts. Living like a ghost 
in the dark. Like a Spectre. 


“Then it sounds like those slavers are out of luck,” Jane answered. He watched her head lift a 
little—a posture of pride. Of blood-deep certainty. “I’ve got all the time in the world.” 


All three of them were looking at her. Silent. Waiting. 

“We leave tonight.” 

The only command they needed. 

“We’ll stop by the Citadel to pick up the rest of the crew before moving in,” she said. 


“T’ll log the route in the car and send it to Arterius,” Nihlus replied, turning to search the 
floor for his omni-tool. The first of many carelessly tossed things last night. 


Garrus stepped away toward the lockers to retrieve fresh clothes. “I’Il tell my family we’re on 
our way.” 


“Will you come?” 


Jane’s question caused all of them to pause. Saren was still standing over her—looking down 
at her in a way that only seemed to showcase his stature over her. His steel eyes gave no 
expression. 


An innocent question on her part, he knew that. She didn’t know what she was asking. 


“No,” he finally said. Stern and short. But not the snarl Nihlus had expected. “I have better 
things to do than waste my time arguing morality with a C-Sec cop. I’m sure he’d be more 
welcoming to you without me there.” 


Jane frowned, watching Saren pace away to the door, leaving her with only a harsh, “I'll send 
a car at 21:00. No later.” 


She watched him go before turning to look up at Nihlus. “Was that a bad question to ask?” 


Garrus made an amused click. “Spectres and cops,” he said, voice dipping into an alluring 
purr as he came closer. “They don’t really mix.” 


Nihlus took her by the waist with a low purr, guiding her toward the showers as he walked 
behind her. He ducked down to murmur low in her ear. “They call us government sanctioned 
thugs. We call them Hierarchy lap dogs,” he rasped—voice dark, wryly amused. “I like to 
think of it as a mutual understanding.” 


That earned him a laugh. A sound Garrus seemed to instantly tune to—the sound of their 
female’s approval. They had little time to do more than wash themselves. Once they were 
dressed Garrus ordered a car while Jane touched based with one of her Alliance ships over a 
successful Cerberus takedown earthside. 


The car ride to the house was mostly quiet. He could tell Garrus was uneasy—though not as 
much as before. He’d hesitated at the doorstep, clearly considering whether to knock, before 
trying the doorknob to find it open for them. 


His younger sister was lying on the couch on her omni-tool when they stepped in. Mid vid- 
call with someone who was holding the camera far too close to their face. Though he 
recognized it immediately as the human pup still waiting for them on the Citadel. 


“See? I told you they were coming.” Solana rolled over to kneel on the couch, extending her 
arm over the back toward them. “She wants to say hi,” Solana said to Jane. The second Jane 
was on camera he saw the face on screen move closer—leaving nothing but a pair of eyes and 
nose visible. 


“No—double tap to zoom,” Solana told the pup, “You’ll go blind doing that.” 


Jane moved closer to Solana on the couch. Asserting her interest in the kid who clearly 
wanted to see her. Despite the fact he’d yet to actually hear her say anything. 


“T told her you’d get her more clothes, too,” Solana said. “She got paint on her pants and 
stained the pockets.” 


He watched Jane’s mouth lift at one corner, making that soft, breathy sound he now knew as 
a laugh. “Where did you get paint?” she asked. She didn’t wait for her to answer, kind 
enough not to pressure the kid into talking. Her instincts with the pup were good. Something 
Nihlus was helpless not to notice. It made the muscle in his chest heat as he watched her. 


“Search for what you want and send it over,” Jane said. “Ill order it on my omni-tool. You 
probably need one of those, too, don’t you?” A dive in her brows as his female paused. 
“Wait, whose omni-tool do you have?” 


“Hey, Kojak! I know you’re in here. Give me my tool back and I'll order you takeout!” 


Nihlus heard Aleena’s voice somewhere off screen. Answered by quick shuffling as the kid 
must’ve shimmied out from wherever she was hiding. The call ended abruptly a second later. 


Jane made that voiceless, scoffing sound. Her smile lingered as she looked up at Nihlus. 


“You should show me what she sends,” he told her softly, talons moving easily to brush the 
hair behind her ear. “So I know what she likes.” 


“Solana, can you help?” 


Garrus’s mother’s voice carried in from the kitchen. Causing Garrus to perk beside him, 
tearing his blue eyes away from Jane. 


“T can go,” he said. Ending Solana’s begrudging attempt to stand from her seat. 


Jane lingered back as Solana began firing questions at her, nodding for Nihlus to follow. 
Garrus’s mother was standing at the sink, measuring water to be poured into a bowl, not 
sensing their approach. 


“You shouldn’t leave the front door unlocked like that,” Garrus told her, his voice low, 
something soft as he came into the kitchen. “It’s not safe.” 


His mother sighed. He saw her shake her head. “Garrus is coming back. I won’t lock it until 
he does. He doesn’t have a key, he won’t—” 


She was still holding the measuring cup when she turned. Blue eyes flashing wide the second 
they landed on Garrus. 


“Castis—what happened to your face?” 


She nearly dropped the cup, only stopped by Nihlus’s first instinct to reach out and catch it, 
keeping it in her hand. Her eyes went to him. 


“Salus?” 


A name that stung the air. Reminding Nihlus all in an instant how long it had been sense he’d 
heard it, out loud, real, right in front of him. His father s name. 


“Oh. ” Her voice came back a second time with more clarity. A brief flutter of panic. 
Followed by an oddly familiar laugh. She reached to rub the back of her neck, looking down 
at the cup in her hand as Nihlus drew away. 


“Apologies. Thank you, Spectre Kry—Nihlus.” A good sign. One that meant she 
remembered their last talk. 


“Just Nihlus. Please.”’ 


Her blue eyes moved quickly back to Garrus. Holding firm the second her gaze met his. 
“There’s nothing wrong with your face,” she told him. “I was just expecting—” 


“It’s okay.” Garrus came toward her, nodding at the counter. ““What are you making?” 


His mother’s mandibles fluttered sheepishly as she watched him approach her cooking area. 
Huffing quietly. 


“To be honest? I’m... not entirely sure. Your sister said that your human liked it. Jane. I 
thought she might...” She dipped a spoon into the bowl and watched the odd, liquid-like 
substance drip off the end. “This can’t be right, can it? It’s...so lumpy.” 


Garrus’s mandibles pulled in tight with reserve. “I’ve never seen her eat anything like that,” 
he said. 


“Tt doesn’t look like that when it’s cooked.” Solana’s voice trailed in from the living room. 
“You're supposed to put a little in the pan at a time.” 


Garrus answered with an irritated click. “How do you know what she likes?” 


There was a sharp hissing sound as his mother dropped a spoonful of the mixture into a 
heated pan. A warm smell filled the air. 


“The news. They see Nihlus picking up food there all the time. It’s a levo shop—so it has to 
be for her.” She swiped up on her omni-tool to bring up a picture of him grabbing takeout on 
the Citadel. “It’s in an article about her top five favorite things.” 


“Those are tabloids, Sol. Paparazzi pictures aren’t news,” Garrus retorted. Nihlus could see 
the heat climbing in his neck. Turning those pretty scales a darker color. “Please stop 
watching everything my mates do on the extranet.” 

Nihlus purred in amusement. 

Solana only clicked. “You guys are practically famous. How is that my fault?” 


“Wait, am I supposed to flip this over?” 


The acrid scent of something burning stung the air. He heard Garrus’s mom curse. Moving 
quickly to rifle through the drawers for what he assumed was a spatula. 


“Are you guys making pancakes?” 


Nihlus turned to see his mate standing in the kitchen. The sharp edges of her markings were 
visible above the black neck of her jumpsuit. Her long red hair still brushed over one ear, the 
way he’d left it. 


“T—uh—TI think so? But is it...” Nihlus moved to stand beside Jane, clearly interested in the 
way Garrus’s mom tilted the pan over a plate to let whatever she’d just made slide out onto it 
while she spoke. “Is it supposed to be black?” 


Garrus reached to rub the back of his neck as he watched her. “She can eat dextro, mom. You 
didn’t have to do all of this.” 


Elana kept her eyes steadily on her task as she poured another spoonful into the pan. “Your 
sister told me humans can’t eat dextro,” she said. 


“T have a tolerance.” 


Jane’s voice seized the air. That smooth, husky sound. It earned her a flash of those Vakarian 
blue eyes as Garrus’s mother looked up at her. Jane shifted closer to the counter, looking 
down at the pan across the stove. 


“You flip it when the top bubbles.” 


All four of them watched her when she did. Revealing that familiar, golden color Nihlus 
instantly recognized. Garrus purred when he saw it. 


“You like these,” he said. 


Jane crossed her arms, leaning her weight into Nihlus’s chest. A silent request for his touch. 
His talons moved to stroke the subtle curve of her back. 


“My mom made them for me once,” she said. “At least, I think. It was a long time ago.” 
Elana’s attention went back to her, studying her face. Though she said nothing. 


The rest of the table was already set. Once Jane’s pancake plate was stacked to Elana’s 
approval she pulled something else from the oven and ordered the rest of them to take a seat. 


“Castis should be back any minute. Don’t wait,” she assured them. “It’ll get cold.” 


Garrus was eager to sit beside her and watch Jane take the first bite. An instinct familiar to 
any bonded male. Though Nihlus was equally curious to see if Jane liked what she’d been 
given. Would she like them more than the restaurant quality? The recipe seemed easy enough 
—if she wanted, he could make them for her. 


She didn’t have that dark, sticky topping she liked to put on it, though she ate it the same 
regardless. Clearly happy with the taste. After her first bite she asked to try his. Nihlus 
offered his plate to her with a low trill. 


“Dextro tolerant, huh?” 


Elana spoke after she’d had a chance to swallow. Studying Jane before shooting a glance at 
Garrus. 


“Does that explain the pup you have on the Citadel?” 


Familiar heat stung the air. Nihlus glanced down to see Jane’s face turn that pretty color of 
pink. 


“Oh, no that’s, uh—” Jane stammered, cut off by Elana’s, “I’m surprised human genes are so 
dominant.” 


“Spirits, mom, please stop.” 


Garrus shot a knowing look at Solana. Nihlus rasped in quiet amusement, sitting back in his 
chair to rest his arm behind Jane. 


“The kid was rescued off of a Cerberus station near Akuze,” Nihlus told her. ““We’re looking 
for her family. But in the meantime—” 


“She stays with us,” Jane finished. Firm as always on the matter. Regaining her composure. 
Elana made a warm trill. “I see.” 


Jane squeezed his hand when he sat up, moving to rest it in her lap. A quiet gesture. Thank 
you. 


“So no pups of our own yet,” his female said. The corner of her mouth turned. A look he 
loved. “We’ve got things to do first.” 


Yet. 
Just like that. 


A word that could grip him. Could stop his heart, and all the air he thought he had, making it 
impossible to do anything but look at her. 


The slide of the front door broke the silence. Nihlus ducked his head to look back on instinct. 
Elana’s voice quick to breach the silence. 


“Castis! There you are. I was starting to worry. Come and eat.” 


For a moment Castis didn’t move. He was standing in the doorway, staring at Nihlus. At 
Jane. At his son and daughter. 


He didn’t posture, his subvocals silent, hard ass glare sharp and a little distant. 


Nihlus knew that look. Felt it, hated the memory of it. A look of no sleep. Of counting bolts 
in the ceiling, tiles on the floor, clawing at your arm to get back to her. That look on Saren’s 
face when he felt Jane slipping from his hand. 


Loss. 
The worst kind any turian could know. 
He heard a chair push back across the floor as Elana must have stood. 


“T’m sorry. I didn’t know you would worry,” Castis spoke in a soft rasp. A sound Nihlus had 
never heard from him. “I should’ve called from the car.” 


He was looking at Elana now as she settled back in her seat. “It’s alright,” she assured him. 
“Come and sit. I waited for you.” 


Nihlus turned in his chair as Castis came around the table toward her. “No. No—you 
shouldn’t have.” He watched Garrus’s father come to stand beside her. Resting his hand on 
her back as he pushed her plate a little closer to her. “You need to eat.” 


Elana only looked up at him. A silent exchange that didn’t last long before Castis relented, 
lowering into the seat beside her. 


When she reached to serve his plate Castis took the utensil from her hand with a soft squeeze. 
“Fat, Lana,” he said. “Please.” 


He filled his plate with several spoonful’s before turning to look at her. Watching until she 
retrained her attention on her food and took the first bite. 


Nihlus caught the low thrum of his subvocals. A low purr meant only for her. 
“Mom made levo food, dad. Look.” 


Solana motioned to Jane’s plate. Drawing Castis to glance over at it. His mandibles pulled in, 
fringe slightly narrow. A low rumble. 


“That’s what that smell is.” 


“Castis.” To his surprise, Elana butt his rib with her elbow. “Excuse my mate. He has 
conventional taste.” 


Her blue eyes went to Jane. Who had no time to respond before Garrus cut in. 
“You left mom with the door unlocked. Where were you?” 
Castis made a low growl. His hard gaze shifted to him. 


“Your mother has left the door unlocked for you for two years. One of the many reasons she 
stays here. On Palaven. Where it’s safe.” 


He held his son’s gaze for an added second before continuing. 
“T was at the temple. Speaking to our clan Ordinator.” 


“Castis, you didn’t.” Elana’s soft gasp brightened the room. Followed by Solana’s excited, 
“You're going to let Garrus get his clan markings back?” 


There was no missing the subtle perk to Garrus’s posture. The way his chest broadened, 
shoulders a little straighter. Something dangerously, dangerously, alluring. Something full of 
pride. Capable. 


Silence followed as Castis kept his eyes on Garrus, who was careful to stay composed. 
Nihlus felt Jane glance up at him. Likely unsure of what it meant. Finally Castis made a slow 
rumble, turning his attention to his plate. 


“The Ordinator has approved the request. He agreed to grant a summons today for your trial.” 


His mother made an approving sound, reaching with her hand to pat the side of his face. 
“This is excellent news.” 


“Trial?” 


When Jane spoke the room grew quiet. Nihlus felt heat rush to his muscle when Castis shot a 
hard look at her across the table. A low growl built in his chest—one he had to fight to 
silence. Castis didn’t answer her. 


“Tt’s our clan law,” Garrus was studying his father closely. Like he was trying to read what 
Castis thought for himself. Thought about him. A look Jane noticed. “I told you—losing my 
markings was a dishonor.” 


It was common. On his colony, trials were public. If a turian wanted to reclaim the honor of 
being part of their clan—they had to fight to prove their worth. Nihlus had witnessed more 
than one as a young pup. Though he imagined the process would be more formal—given the 
Vakarian lineage. They had long standing political ties. A nobler reputation to uphold. 


“T don’t want to watch Garrus fight.” Solana’s voice chimed in, smaller than before. 


Jane’s hand curled to a fist on the table as she frowned. Her green eyes stayed on Castis, 
demanding his attention. “Garrus had his markings taken from him. Why should he have to 
prove anything?” 


Castis studied his plate as he ate, saying nothing. Not meeting her eyeline. Whether it was her 
human status, or another reason, Nihlus didn’t know. Though no turian would miss the 
gesture for what it was. Stark disrespect. 


When Garrus answered instead, his voice was steeled. Hard. Still watching his father. 
“Because it means I’m weak. That I couldn’t fight back.” 


Weak. 
That word. It stung when Garrus said it. 


Nihlus caught the way Jane leaned back in her seat. Shoulders eased and open. An 
antagonizing posture on her. Matching that rapidly sharpening look in her eyes. 


“And is that what you think? That Garrus is weak?” she said. 


The question he could see, well disguised on Garrus’s face, glancing briefly at Nihlus before 
looking to Jane. It seemed to trigger something in her. He could sense the climbing flutter of 
her heart. Her eyes tracked Castis. A gesture the patriarch didn’t bother to return. Without 
warning Jane brought the side of her fist down on the table. Not violent, not hard—but firm. 
It rattled the silverware. Commanding Castis to meet her eyeline. An action he did with a 
snarl. 


“T do not.” Elana caught him by the arm when Castis moved to stand. Stopping him. “My son 
is fully capable of proving himself. Which is why I requested the trial to begin with. I have 
no doubt in his ability. All this time with Spectre Arterius, human, and yet even he cannot put 
you in your place. You have the manners of a mercenary fresh off the ship." 


Nihlus could’ve told him it was likely Saren who’d taught Jane the behavior in the first place. 


Garrus made a warning growl. Nihlus watched his muscle tense, taking back some of that 
posture he’d noticed before. Cocky. Prideful. A damn fine look on the kid. No doubt spurred 
by his father’s praise. 


Castis answered him with a series of harsh clicks. Ducking his head to face his son. “She and 
Spectre Kryik can wait for you back at their ship. Vakarian marking ceremonies are private. 
Reserved only for blood.” 


“Her blood is my blood,” Garrus replied. His arm moved to hang off the back of Nihlus’s 
chair. “So is his.” 


“My blood is your blood.” The exact promise Nihlus had made to Jane just hours ago. Lying 
under her, letting her claim him, the beat of his heart in his throat, all of him, hers. 


Castis cocked his head in Jane’s direction. “No human will be welcome at the temple, and 
you know that. Certainly not one guarded by Spectre Kryik. His clan has no part in our 
traditions.” 


Nihlus made a dark rasp. Dry and amused. Lifting his head when Castis met his gaze. “My 
clan would respect a human bold enough to ask,” he said coolly. 


“Castis, they will not stay on a ship when they’re perfectly welcome here.” When Elana 
spoke Castis lost some of his rigid posture. ““They’re our guests. Who I imagine have already 
been through enough together.” She turned her attention to her mate. A pointed look. “If 
Garrus wants them there for his marking ceremony, I’m sure we can speak with the 
Ordinator. We can...I’m sure we can work something...” 


There was a clattering sound as her spoon left her hand, landing on the table. 


“Mom?” Solana spoke as Garrus moved toward her. Castis was already holding her steady by 
the shoulder. 


“Lana.” 


Nihlus winced at the sound in his subvocals. She had her hand pressed to the front of her 
forehead—-silent, despite Castis asking her a line of questions. After a painful minute of 
trying, Castis turned his gaze up to Garrus standing over them. 


That look again. The one that Nihlus felt. 


“Help me get her to bed.” 


Nihlus and Jane both stood from the table as they helped her up. Castis was still speaking to 
her, voice trailing away as they took her through the living room, leaving Solana at the table, 
still staring at the empty space her mother had just been. 


“Hey.” 
Jane’s voice. That soothing sound. Solana perked a little. But didn’t turn. 


“They’re so stupid.” The pup’s words were soft. Farther off. “Always fighting. You’re right. 
He shouldn’t have to prove...” 


To his surprise she turned to look at him rather suddenly. 
“Will it be bad? The trial? Will Garrus get hurt?" 


Nihlus made a low rumble. His gaze gravitating to Jane. “Garrus is...trained. He knows what 
to do in an arena. He’ll be alright.” 


If anyone knew that—it was Jane. She’s the one who’d seen it for herself. The reason for her 
worry, her scent of stress on the air. 


A minute or so passed before Garrus came back to them. Shoulders low. Looking tired. He 
studied all three of them before training his eyes onto Solana. 


“You have to stay here with mom.” 
“Garrus, no! I want to go with—” 
“You’re not old enough, Sol. I don’t want you seeing this.” 


She made a belligerent hissing sound, standing her ground for several seconds before 
buckling, leaving the kitchen with a huff. 


His blue eyes shifted onto their mate. Softening. “Jane...” 


Jane uncrossed her arms. She shifted to stand under him. “I’m with you,” she told him. That 
flame in her eye that made them, always, hers. “Whatever you want.” 


Garrus purred to her. A talon under her chin, the way he’d once watched Nihlus do it, so 
smooth now, when he did it himself. He stood taller over her. Happy. Despite it all—Nihlus 
could see it for himself. The pup was happy. 


“T want you with me.” His touch trailed down the front of her throat. Guiding the zipper of 
her jumpsuit down. Exposing her pale, naked skin to the air. “If you have my mark, they can’t 
turn you away. Either of you.” 


The way his blue eyes hovered over her neck was reverent. Enough to make his mouth water. 


"My blood is yours." 


Nihlus rumbled, deep, shifting closer to Garrus. Drawing his gaze. 
“Maybe you should show them yours too,” he purred. “For good measure.” 


He saw color creep its way up Garrus’s neck. His chest broadened as he turned to face him. 
Making Nihlus stand taller, shoulders easing back to lure his gaze. He lifted his chin to flash 
a glimpse of his throat. Liking the way it made that color in his scales grow darker. 


Garrus ducked his head to look back at their female. “It’1l be like before,” he said, “With 
Axia. They’ll want me to fight. Will you be okay?” 


Jane nodded. Gaining that edge to the corner of her soft mouth. A look that made her eyes 
sharp. Clever. “I’ve seen you take down a fully armored krogan with nothing but your bare 
hands, Vakarian.” Her voice sent heat spearing through him. Dangerously, damned close to a 
purr. Garrus’s scent spiked on the air as she shifted closer to him. “The only person I’m 
worried for is the Ordinator. You’ve got this, big guy. I know you do.” 


“T’ll have her, pup,” Nihlus assured. “You’ve earned this. More than earned this.” A hand on 
his waist, giving him a low purr. “Stay sharp. Let’s see what you’ve got, Vakarian.” 


Garrus rumbled to him softly. “Archangel never misses, right?” 


Nihlus made a low rasp. One of his mandibles slid back, head cocking, just enough to show a 
flash of his throat to him. His mate. “You’ll look damn fine with a few markings, you know,” 
Nihlus purred. 


Garrus scoffed. Butting Nihlus’s shoulder with the side of his fist. Shifting a little closer to 
Jane. “You never know. Could come out looking worse than before.” 


“Garrus.” His father was standing in the living area. Fringe narrowing the second his eyes 
went to Nihlus. 


Garrus ducked his head to look at his father. ““We should go now,” he said. ““While mom’s 
asleep. Before her medicine wears off. I don’t want her seeing this anyway.” 


Castis shifted, posture straightening like he was about to speak, only for Garrus to cut him 
off. 


“They’re coming.” 
Not a request. Firm. Full of that self-assured pride he held in his posture. 


The two of them watched each other—neither looking away, tracking the other, missing 
nothing. After a moment of silence Castis made a sharp huff. He turned his gaze onto Nihlus. 


“Our ordination temple is a place of ritual. And respect. If you bring any trouble into—” 


“No one’s bringing any trouble,” Jane’s voice butt between them. Earning her Castis’s hard 
blue eyes. Showing the level of respect she must’ve earned from him at the dining table. “If 
Garrus wants us there, we’re going.” 


Castis made a low growl. Eyes tracking her, silent. He stared at her a long moment, likely 
wondering if he could make her look away, a game Jane had learned well from Saren. A 
turian’s way of testing caliber. 


After a silent moment Castis turned away for the door. 


Garrus made a low snarl as he followed his father out of the door. Nihlus put his hand on 
Jane’s back, leaning down to her as they went. 


“Stay close to me,” he told her. 


He wasn’t entirely sure what to expect. Though he knew, whatever happened, Jane would be 
the first human on Palaven to ever witness it. 


Controversial no doubt. 


And more than fitting, for a Vakarian like Archangel. That dead-aim, deadly sniper of a 
renegade. Soon to be the last thing any slaver sees before nothing but fire and empty space. 


Garrus fucking Vakarian. 


And damn every part of him, if Nihlus didn’t love him 
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Blue. 
The color of fire at its hottest temperature. 
The color of turian blood. Of victory—for the one who hit faster, bit the hardest. 


The color of those eyes as they tracked dark space. Deadly and focused. Brighter than any 
galaxy Jane had ever seen. 


The cabin around them was quiet. Garrus stood over the control panel, eyes trained out at the 
stars ahead. She could see that streak of blue now inked on the inner side of his forearm. 


“Unconventional, ” Nihlus had murmured, his voice that deep, dry hum in her ear. Precisely 
the reason they’d given it to him. 


Each marking, each placement, he’d taught her, had a meaning. And each meaning was 
largely dedicated to a turian’s clan. A way to mark their shared, their most dangerous, 
attributes. A line beneath the eyes, across the nose— “Sharp senses,” Nihlus had said. A 
sniper 8 eye. 


The shape on his mandible, the good one, “4 lethal bite.’ 


Garrus had earned both of those like it was nothing but a warmup. A training drill with 
Nihlus at home on the Citadel. 


She could still see those dark, three stroke lines now slashed down the muscle of his chest. A 
pair on each side. Still too fresh, too sore to be covered fully by his jumpsuit. 


Jane watched the low rise and fall of his chest in the light of the control panel. Dedication. 
That one, Castis had told her. Not looking at her, only watching Garrus take his marks like 
the needle felt like nothing. Only panting, still wild from the fight. 


“Once he locks on to something—he does not let go. A Vakarian.” 
Garrus made a low purr as he sensed her staring. 


“Are they that noticeable?” he asked. Voice only half teasing. 


He didn’t look at her. Though she could see his throat bob with a swallow. 


It was their first moment alone together since leaving Palaven. They’d taken him back to the 
house, Castis bearing most of his weight as Garrus stumbled alongside him, gripping his side. 


He was sore. Bloody. But nothing a few shots of medi-gel and a couple days of rest couldn’t 
fix. When Castis had moved to give him a stim Garrus had snarled, shoving his hand away. 


“Just medigel.” 


Jane had done it quickly—before Garrus had to explain himself. He hadn’t taken a stim since 
Nihlus had cleared out his stash. She figured he wasn’t about to start again now. 


His mother hadn’t been awake by the time they’d cleaned him up. And Solana had seemed 
too apprehensive to do more than watch from the door to the hall. It’d been Garrus’s call to 
leave then. Saren had been waiting on the ship to send them a car. More than eager to take 
off, offering Garrus a look of appraisal, followed by a harsh, “/mpressive”, before ordering 
Nihlus into the underside of the ship. 


The place where Balak still presumably occupied. 


Garrus had wanted to go, but Jane had ordered him to bedrest. A command that didn’t stick 
for more than an hour before he’d come to join her at the control panel, where she now sat, 
reviewing Nihlus’s route through Bahak. 


They were less than an hour from the Citadel to gather their crew. 


Then they would be left with nothing but their decisions. However good, or bad, they might 
be. 


“Noticeable?” Jane scoffed, sitting back in the pilot’s chair, “More like a hell of a sight, 
Angel.” 


Garrus ducked his head to look at her. His hands were braced on the panel. Showcasing the 
muscle in his arm. The deadly poise of his shoulders. 


Jane felt the corner of her mouth lift in a smile. “I think blue might be my new favorite 
color,” she said. 


Garrus made a low trill as he turned away from the screens. She watched him rise to his full 
stature. Taking up that posture that displayed his broad shoulders. The perfect muscle of his 
chest. “What are the odds?” he rumbled. That smooth, alluring purr. “I was just thinking how 
much I love the color red.” 


He shifted closer to her. Drawing her eyes to the movement of his narrow waist. He reached 
with one, deadly talon to lift her chin, turning her face up to him, letting the razor tip run 
dangerously down her throat. 


“You don’t mind them?” he asked—voice quiet and deep. “I know they’re...different.” 


Jane’s eyes held his before moving lower to the open zipper of his suit. Her hand came to 
touch his. Moved to skate down along his forearm. Down that rebellious streak of color now 
inked across his scales. Feeling the muscle flex for her. 


“Focused. Strong. Dedicated.” Jane rose up from her chair. Coming to stand under him. His 
body warmed with her closeness. “I think they’re perfect,” she said. 


Garrus’s eyes had moved to hover sharply on her mouth. Locked in. Telling her what he 
wanted. 


She loved the way he exhaled when she kissed him. Like even now, it still surprised him she 
would. Like he wanted nothing more. 


The moment she felt his mouth part she heard the door to the lower-level slide open. Saren’s 
snarl as footsteps trailed toward them on the ramp. 


“Vakarian!” 
Nihlus was ahead of him. Saren quick on his heels as they approached. 
“You have an hour to brief me on your ship’s abilities. We should use our time wisely.” 


Nihlus’s green eyes were sharp on her. Constricted—focused. Telling Jane he’d spent more 
than enough time with Balak for the day. 


Garrus shifted to face Saren head on. A posture of respect. Nihlus said nothing as he came to 
her. His hand went to her waist, coming into her space, standing over her to share his heat, 
telling her what he needed in an instant. 


“Come sit with me.” 


She took him by the hand. Pulling him over to the pilot chair, sitting in his lap when he took 
the seat. 


Just a second of this. A moment to catch his breath, forget about Balak, and see her here, safe 
with him. 


“We can go over the route into the Viper system,” she said. 


Nihlus rumbled to her. The muscle of his arm finding its way around her waist as she cued up 
the screen on the control panel. She could hear Garrus’s voice trailing away as he led Saren 
somewhere below deck. 


Jane liked watching Nihlus work. Watching his talon swipe commands on the radar. The way 
his green eyes tracked every detail with focused precision. 


“Once we enter Bahak airspace, things will be tight. We’ll likely get two, three ships down 
before we start drawing attention.” 


He made a soft growl as he zoomed the map in on a certain area. “But we can use that to our 
advantage. Create hotspots. Take out a few ships, slip back, let more slavers move in, then 
gun them down while they’re busy trying to figure out what killed their friends.” 


Jane tracked his talon as he drew invisible lines across the holo to illustrate. 
“Let them come to us.” 


“That’s smart,” she said quietly, half distracted with the area he was examining on screen. 
“There’s debris there.” 


He made a deep trill. “It bottle necks the route. The perfect spot for an ambush.” She heard 
him make a soft huff. A joyless laugh. “Speaking from experience.” 


Jane studied the map in a moment of silence. “That’s where Saren had you taken?” she asked. 


His fringe narrowed as his green eyes searched the screen. Voice distant when he spoke. “It 
was clever, Ill give him that.” 


Jane looked up at him. Light vanished from his face as he closed the holo-screen in front of 
them. “You let him sleep with us last night.” 


A big step for him, she knew that. Letting him close. 
“Ts that alright?” 


The question was low. Soft. Neutral in a way that told her he would respect whatever she 
said. Jane rested against him with a quiet sigh. 


“T don’t want to go anywhere he can’t follow,” she said. “I don’t like it when he’s alone.” 
Nihlus made a purr. His talons moved to stroke her hair almost absently. 


“You sure you’re okay with it?” Jane reclined her head to glance up at him. His green eyes 
were out at the stars. 


His purring didn’t stop. She felt the slow rise of his broad chest against her. “I would’ve done 
it.” 


The poise to his voice was dangerous. So dark—lethally sure. “Knowing what it’s like now, 
with you.” His arm flexed around her a little tighter. “I would’ve done exactly what he did. 
Maybe worse.” 


Nihlus looked down at her. Holding her gaze with that steadfast, self-assured look she saw so 
often when he did. 


“T know that now. And hiding you from me...” he made a soft growl. His posture trained into 
something poised. Dignified and steady. Gazing back out at the stars. “I hate it. But ’ve 
known Saren a long time. Whatever happened on that ship, during the war—maybe he 


thought he was sparing me of it.” Nihlus’s voice grew softer. Farther away. “There was a time 
when I would’ve said he looked out for me.” 


“And now?” 


Nihlus was quiet a second. Impossible to read. Answering with a low, “Now, he looks out for 
the most important thing I’ve ever had in my life.” 


You. 


He didn’t need to say it. It was in his eyes, calm and sure, lit by neon and starlight, his hand 
soft on her hip as his thumb stroked her stomach. 


“It doesn’t seem fair,” she murmured. Letting her head rest on his slow rising chest. “He was 
just a kid. To have this and lose it so quickly.” Her hand came to twine with his. “And then be 
left without it. Forever.” 


It was hell. The only thing she could think to describe what it would be like to live if she lost 
them. Nihlus was notably silent. Breaking it a moment later with a soft purr. His breath a 
warm huff in her hair. 


“Arterius is strong,” Nihlus said. The skull-like markings on his face were deadly in the low 
light as he studied her. “More than I ever realized as a pup. Knowing everything I do now.” 


She liked the low hum of his voice, just between them. Her eyes scanned his markings more 
closely. Knowing for herself what she did now, about what they could mean. 


When she reached to trace one, a slow, drawing touch along his left mandible, he purred, 
sitting a little taller. 


“Are they because you’re pretty?” she asked, voice quiet, lost in thought. There was no 
missing the climbing warmth in his chest, swelling against her hand as he took in a low 
breath. “Or because you’re so damn smart?” 


His eyes searched hers. His favorite place to look, it always seemed. Like he could see into 
some part of her not even Jane was sure she knew. A second later she saw that cocky slide 
back of one mandible. The subtle, prideful lift of his head, giving her a teasing flash of his 
throat. 


“It’s a warning,” he purred, voice deep and dark. “White paint on black plates create an 
illusion in the dark. It means my clan thinks I can outsmart any opponent.” She felt the heat 
of his palm, the deadly, sharp presence of his talons as they gently gripped her thigh. “And 
that I know how to lure in what I want.” 


She felt the corner of her mouth tilt. Her hand slid down, cupping the exposed side of his 
throat. The side he offered to her. “Sexy and clever,” she mused. “Turians are a good judge of 
character.” 


They spent time together, sitting in the pilot chair, scrolling through the kid’s list of 
necessities she’d sent on Aleena’s omni-tool. Necessities being a loose term. 


The kid had sent her a few large men’s shirts, a pair of sparkly black tights, and the closest 
replica to the shorts Nihlus had bought her Jane imagined she could find. A fact that made 
Nihlus purr in pride when he saw them, reaching to scroll down the list with his talon. 


“T can pick these up when we stop. I know the store,” he said. “Are these normal for a human 
pup?” 


Nihlus stopped scrolling over a stuffed dinosaur toy Jane thought was at least half the size of 
the kid. 


“They’re...a little eccentric. But I think she should wear what she wants.” Jane crossed one 
leg on Nihlus’s lap. “She really liked what you gave her. She likes you.” 


She felt Nihlus give a soft huff. He braced a hand beneath her elbow when she turned to face 
him. Gripping the chair behind him and letting her knees slip down to straddle his waist. She 
liked it when he looked up at her. Fully swallowed in her shadow, green eyes sharp and 
focused on her. Nothing but her. 


Jane could sense the climbing heat of his body when she bowed over him. Her long hair 
slipping from her shoulder to brush the front of his rising chest. “For the record, Kryik,” her 
voice was a low hum between them, “I think you’d make an excellent father.” 


His breath was shallow when she leaned down, pressing her mouth to his. 


She knew him. Knew how he was, when he set his aim on something he wanted. Nihlus was 
patient. He didn’t push. He preferred to wait, to observe, like a hunter, “Whatever you want, 
Jane. Always,” to be certain, beyond certain, that whatever he aimed for—he wouldn’t miss. 
No room for error. 


And she needed him to know that he wouldn’t. 
That what he wanted, when the time came, she wanted it too. 


He gripped her hair when she kissed him. Sitting up to press into the gesture with his other 
hand on her waist. Heat flared between them when she felt his warm, dry tongue run along 
her lower lip. Her hand slid along his forearm, dangling off his bicep, feeling it flex under her 
touch, a display. 


“Docking protocol engaged.” 


The console alert broke the silence. Leaving her panting as they pulled apart. Nihlus made a 
low rumble as he nudged her face to the side. She felt the race of his lethal teeth across her 
throat. Followed by a soft press of his mouth. 


“Once the crew is settled Garrus and I will take care of your need,” he assured her. A 
promise, she knew that. Jane couldn’t think of a time either of them had left her untouched 
when she wanted—hell, needed them. A duty both turians seemed to take rather seriously. 
Work would be stopped, meetings rescheduled, conversations paused, just to come to her. So 


easily Jane wondered if it wasn’t natural. Just another part of turian culture she’d yet to 
understand. 


Garrus and Saren had reemerged a minute later, Vakarian clearly flustered by Saren’s grilling, 
no doubt, parting with the Spectre quickly to “make a few calls” while shooting Nihlus a 
glance. 


Jane couldn’t help but laugh. 


Several of the crew were already waiting for them at the dock when they landed. Aleena and 
Wrex with the kid clinging to the massive krogan piggy-back style the best she could. 


Jane told them to get settled while Nihlus went to grab supplies and she packed their bags at 
his place. If it was going to take as long as Nihlus predicted to make a good dent in the slaver 
line, they’d need more than they’d brought. 


By the time she returned to the ship the crew had made quick work of moving the bunks to 
the underside of the ship. Telling her whatever Garrus had done to the barracks, it would 
ensure their privacy. He’d also added a different type of ammunition to the ship’s guns—at 
Saren’s demand, he’d been sure to grumble. 


He was standing over the control table, working swiftly over some key commands with his 
blue eyes sharp on the screen. Despite that, she could see he’d put on the silver ring he’d 
chosen for himself at the market on Palaven. Garrus purred when he sensed her staring. Still 
typing swiftly with his gaze ahead. 


“Like it?” he asked. 
Jane chuckled, leaning back against the panel beside him. “It suits you.” 


Her hand rested on his forearm, causing him to draw in a low breath. Without warning he 
took one hand off of the controls to grab her by the waist, pulling her in, pressed between his 
heated body and the panel. His hands braced on the edge to cage her in. 


Jane laughed at the sudden switch as Garrus ducked down to begin nuzzling against the side 
of her face. 


“Kryik’s is gold. We picked one out for you.” 


Jane gripped his waist to steady herself as he continued rubbing his mouth and cheek against 
her. 


“Nihlus is back already?” she asked, a little breathless. 


She felt the tune of his muscle, the subtle flex of his chest as he pushed against her. Likely 
smelling the same need on her Nihlus had earlier. “He’s with the pup.” His voice was a low, 
deep rumble. “Showing her the fastest route to the evac pods.” 


On cue Jane heard the sound of rapid footsteps approaching up the ramp. Garrus turned, one 
hand still braced behind her, shoulders easing back. The kid ran straight to him. Holding that 


same, oversized stuffed toy she’d shown Nihlus a handful of hours ago. 


Without hesitation the kid went for Garrus, holding the toy up to him to see. She didn’t say 
anything—a fact Jane was getting used to. Only hoping that it would change with time. With 
safety. 


Garrus rumbled lightly as he reached to take it—careful not to pull it away from her. 


The fabric was a color match to his gold scales. Its talons elongated and curved in that 
familiar shape that had Jane wondering why exactly the kid had chosen that toy. And whether 
or not Garrus would be offended. 


“T think Nihlus is starting to outdo me with all of this,” Garrus rumbled in amusement, letting 
the toy go easily when the kid pulled it back. “I’m going to have to step up my game.” 


“Just admit you’re outmatched, pup. You know I play to win.” Nihlus’s dark, low voice 
carried up the ramp as he came. Carrying himself with that open, antagonistic posture that 
made him look cocky—tready to fight. One Jane found nothing but enticing. 


“T wouldn’t say that, Kryik.” Garrus’s voice took that smooth, low purr, pulling Jane back to 
him as he leaned against the control panel. “You’re oh to one giving our female a ring. I don’t 
think I’d call that winning.” 


“Oh to seven,” Jane corrected him. Really, Garrus had gotten carried away with the number 
of rings he’d given her. 


Nihlus made that low clicking trill. He stopped just in front of the kid. Resting his hand on 
the top of her sprouting hair. A passing gesture—but one the kid seemed to like. Jane was 
well aware she was watching them all closely. Watching the way Nihlus stepped easily into 
Garrus’s space. Provoking. Antagonistic. The only way turians seemed to flirt. 


“T gave her weapons, Vakarian.” Nihlus cocked his head, green eyes tracking him as he 
closed in over her. “Furs. Things to keep her safe. And warm.” 


Garrus purred. “I can keep her warm just fine, Spectre.” 


She saw it the second it flashed in Nihlus’s gaze. The sudden, rapid climb of his body heat. 
Jane’s hand met the front of his stomach. Feeling the muscle jump at her touch as she walked 
him back a few steps. 


“We have an audience,” she reminded him. Unable to curb the subtle, roguish pull at the 
comer of her mouth. “Who’s probably hungry. And we need to take off. I want us enroute 
within the hour.” 


Garrus made an approving trill behind her. “We’re clear for takeoff at your word,” he said. 
“You should eat something too.” 


Nihlus rumbled in agreement. “I requested a few dietary suggestions from Solus while I was 
on shore. Picked up a few things for the pup.” His hand came to catch hers as it fell from his 
waist. “And for you.” 


Jane squeezed his hand. “Then let’s move. I’Il eat once we’ve cleared airspace.” 


Neither turian argued. And just like that, they were cruising toward hostile slaver territory. 
An idea that had Jane’s stomach jumping with anticipation. 


Saren was scarce to be found. Wherever he was keeping Balak, the batarian certainly had him 
occupied. When Jane asked Garrus about it, Nihlus had been quick to change the subject, 
offering her more food to try from the array he’d set on the table. She’d recognized a few of 
the things he’d handed her. Though some of them were turian. And all of them had Garrus’s 
undivided attention as Nihlus fed them to her. 


Every so often he’d ask Nihlus a question about what he’d chosen and why. He’d also gauge 
Jane for any sign of what she liked most. When he handed her another piece of that dried, 
cinnamon flavored mystery meat, Garrus chuffed, reaching to take her arm and pull it in with 
a testing sniff. 


“Why are you feeding her that?” he asked. “She’s not carrying our pup yet.” 


Jane felt heat burn her face. She shot a look at Nihlus, who was turned to face her fully, one 
arm dangling off the back of her chair. She saw his chest flex with a low purr at Garrus’s 
questioning. 


“Tt’s rich in nutrients. The doctor said human females need a wide variety of acids and 
minerals.” 


For what, she nearly asked. She watched Garrus’s blue eyes pulse dark, the sudden, rapid dial 
of his pupils as he looked back at the food in her hand. His talons slid up the contour of her 
wrist to take it, earning a low growl from Nihlus when he brought it to her mouth. 


Jane was so used to the gesture it no longer felt strange. Only enjoying how soft and easy the 
meat was to bite into. The table gave a sudden jolt as Garrus hooked her chair with his spur to 
drag her closer to him. Nihlus snarled, arm still slung behind her. 


“Brat,” he rasped. “So greedy with her.” 


He took the food from his hand while Garrus was absorbed in watching her eat. His fringe 
narrowed as he shot a look at Nihlus. One that was playfully cutting. 


“Rich, Spectre. You hog her as much as the covers, but sure, /’m the greedy one.” 


Nihlus made a warm, dark rasp. A laugh. “Do I?” he cocked his head, lethal green eyes 
zeroing on Garrus with deadly precision. “Or am I just better at keeping her warm?” 


“Both of you keep me warm just fine,” Jane gave Nihlus a flat look. 


Garrus purred. “If he didn’t knee me and roll over with you I’d do a much better job.” She 
felt the race of his talon across her neck, pulling her hair off her shoulder. 


Jane would be lying if she said she didn’t enjoy the way they teased each other. There was 
something tuned in about it. Always observing each other. Observing her. She liked the 


tension. The subtle wrestle for dominance between them. Usually settled in one place, and 
one place only. 


“T guess we’ll have to see who does the better job tonight, won’t we, pup?” Nihlus’s voice 
was low. Smooth. Taking that cocky posture that drew her attention readily. 


Luckily both were willing to share the duty of feeding her different food. Once she was full, 
they shared a meal packet from the prep station and suggested she rest. A suggestion Jane 
quickly shot down. Not about to miss whatever first encounter they might have once they 
reached Bahak. 


“We won’t reach the jump for a few hours,” Nihlus told her. Talons taking that soothing, 
familiar path through her hair. “You should try until then. Garrus can keep you warm while I 
make sure we get on the right route.” 


Given it was late, Jane knew she wouldn’t win the argument. She followed Garrus down the 
hall as Nihlus made his way to the control panel up the ramp. The barracks looked different 
now that the bunks had been unbolted and moved to their new space. It made the room feel 
significantly larger. Despite the new set up spanning most of the floor. 


“Do you like it? It’s...traditional for turian ships.” 


There was a mat on the floor—similar to the sparring mat in the armory—though this one 
was clearly much softer. It spanned most of the space, piled with an excessive number of 
pillows and blankets, including the furs Nihlus had gotten her, along with a few more. She 
could tell the mat must’ve been heated, given the added warmth in the air. 


A nest, in every sense of the word. 


“The contamination showers downstairs have hot water, so the crew can use them. Which 
means this space is—” 


“Ours,” she said, gazing down at the nest a second longer before kneeling down onto it. Jane 
smiled a little. “It’s good.” 


She felt Garrus watching her. “I, uh...good. I’m glad.” There was heat to his voice, watching 
her crawl to the center and lie on her back, taking in just how much space there was. 


“Hang on. Let me just...” Garrus trailed off as his footsteps moved toward the lockers on the 
far wall. He keyed a code into one and brought something over to the bed. She felt the shift 
of blankets when he came to join her. 


Jane sat up, one arm propped behind her as Garrus came to kneel over her, extending 
something in his palm. A ring. 


“You liked this one,” he said. 


Jane gazed down at it. Remembering it as the first he’d showed her. The band itself a gem, a 
deep, dark shade of red, the color of dried blood. Burning like fire when it hit the light. 


Anolyte, the seller had called it. Made when lava flash freezes. Only possible when a volcano 
was big enough to erupt into space. The biggest one known in the galaxy. 


Garrus was right. She did like it. 


Jane reached for it. Only to watch Garrus slide his free hand beneath hers and align the ring 
with her proper finger. He slid it on with ease. 


Jane looked up at him with a sly sort of expression. “You learn that on the extranet, 
Vakarian?” her voice was teasing. Meant to be a joke. Though, strangely, at that moment, 
Garrus was silent. Utterly serious as his blue eyes moved from her hand to her face. His hand 
held her wrist softly between them. 


“No, I...” that serious look lingered, deepened, until she thought he might be frowning. She 
studied him as he brought the back of his index talon to stroke her cheek. Just one, slow line. 
“T dreamt of you, Shepard. I swear. So many times.” 


His blue eyes found hers, holding her gaze. His voice was low. Private. Just between them. 


“Even your face,” he told her softly. “I knew it—before I ever Anew it. So real sometimes it 
was hard to tell...” Garrus huffed. An almost laugh. “What was real, and what wasn’t. But 
when I saw you, on Noveria, for the first time...” his eyes moved down to her throat as he 
ran his talon over her marks. “It was like I was finally awake. For the first time in my life.” 


Jane sat up further on the blankets. Feeling the warmth of his other hand come to cover hers. 
Warming it between his. “Everything with you is so natural, Jane. Like I know the steps. I 
know that sounds crazy. It’s like you humans say, I feel it in my gut. When I’m with you, it’s 
like the world is aligned, and I—” 


The last of his words faded in an exhale when she brought her mouth to his. A grip on his 
cowl, pulling him to her. Holding him there as they passed breath between them, /ife, saying 
everything she couldn’t with words. 


When he spoke again he didn’t pull away. His words a warm trail across her face. 


“Td follow you anywhere, Shepard. I swear. To hell and back. There’s no Archangel without 
Scorpio.” 


Jane kissed him again. Rising up on her knees, hand moving to rest over his scar. “And 
there’s no Shepard without Vakarian,” she promised him. “It’s you and me, Garrus. Always.” 


Even saying it...Garrus was right. It was like everything was aligned. 


Jane let him push her down onto her back as he rose over her, caging her beneath him on the 
blankets. His mouth found hers. Heat rising between them the second his tongue swept in, 
like he was eager to taste her. 


Her hand went to his chest. Feeling the muscle jump at her touch. Followed by a low purr 
when she was quick to undo the zipper of his jumpsuit. She broke away to gaze down at the 


fresh markings on his chest. Those vicious, straight talon marks, dipped in blue. Something 
that caused more heat to flare between them. 


“Do you like them, female?” 


There was no way to prepare for the way his voice dipped. So deep and smooth. Not for the 
way his hand came to take hers, guiding it down his chest, the narrow muscle of his stomach, 
like he was displaying himself to her. Enticing her to touch. 


Fuck, where did he learn that? 
His warm breath skated along her jaw, finding her ear. “Did you like watching me fight?” 


She said his name a little breathlessly. One foot sliding up on the blankets, parting her legs to 
let him move easily between them. Garrus made a low rumble. 


“T fought for you. Smelling you, knowing you were watching me...it made it easy. ” 


It was his voice. Deep and devastatingly smooth. The way those blue eyes tracked her. Made 
brighter, sharper, by the fresh streak of blue across his face. 


“Fuck—Garrus—" 


He growled. Punctuated by the lace of his talons through her fingers. The sudden pin of her 
hand above her on the bed. “Tell me, human.” 


“Yes.” It was almost a gasp, legs falling further open as he pressed himself against her. “I 
fucking love it.” 


She did. That swift change in his posture. The rapid dial of his eyes, hard and cool, zeroing in 
on the challenge. How it was easy for him to back away from the first swipe, the second, like 
it was nothing, catching the third on the other turian’s upward swing, turning him, boot to the 
knee, making him buckle, fall, talons at his throat before the Ordinator could even fight. 


Garrus was good. Garrus was fucking strong. 


She saw the jump of his bicep as he gripped her hand. The swell of his massive chest, 
drawing in a low breath, luring her attention to the muscle in a way that made him purr. A 
sound that deepened when her leg came to snake around his waist. Letting her hand slip from 
his as she reached to claw away the fabric of his open jumpsuit. Taking him in. 


He ran the side of his curved talon down his narrow stomach. Luring her attention. 
Displaying himself to her. Offering. 


Deadly. 


“T could smell how much you liked it, female. You look so pretty when you’re in need.” She 
felt the heated race of his tongue across her neck. 


“Like you’re calling to me.” 


His razor talons gripped her thigh. Dragged her further under him as his hand went to her 
zipper. In one quick motion he had it down. Had her undressed, his head between her thighs, 
hot breath damp against her already slick skin. 


The instant, shuttering growl he made when he tasted her was enough to make her moan. 


His first few licks were torturous. Long. Making her writhe as her thighs squeezed. The 
heavy weight of his arm slid to bar across her belly. Keeping her pinned. 


Teasing her. 
Jane reached to grip him by the fringe. A wordless command. One he didn’t heed. 
“Brat.” 


Nihlus’s low, rasping voice was in her head. Reminding her all at once what it was that 
Garrus loved. What he needed, more than anything. 


He was strong, but she was faster. Flexible. Arching under him with his head trapped 
between her thighs. She had him rolled over, pinned beneath her in a second. Earning his low 
snarl. A feverish breath. 


“Fuck—yes—’” so fully gripped in want when he rasped it, clawing her down onto his mouth 
before he could catch his breath. He didn’t seem to care if he could. Bucking under her once 
when she pulled on his fringe. 


“Don’t you fucking dare, Vakarian.” Her voice was a low hum. Dark and husky. Keeping him 
still. “You know exactly what I want you to do. Do it.” 


There was no time between her last word and the sudden heat of his tongue returning to lick 
her with fervor. Fast and hungry. Still gripping her waist like he needed it. Needed her to take 
what she wanted. 


Several seconds passed and she was panting. She pulled back to give him air but he didn’t 
want it, dragging her back to his mouth to push his tongue inside her, arching it against that 
perfect spot as he began to pulse it the way she loved. Her head fell back with a breathless 
laugh. 


“Giving me what I want, Angel? I thought you liked a fight.” 


Garrus made a low snarl when she pulled on his fringe again. His talons digging in to her 
already red-streaked skin.She was ready when he rolled her over. Feeling the rush of his 
tongue leave her a half second before climax hit. It ran a hot line up her thigh. Replaced by 
the race of his teeth, biting it once, then again. 


“You gonna make me, Shepard?” She felt the heat of his words on her damp skin. A low, 
rolling growl. “You taste the sweetest just before you come...Maybe I should keep you 
there.” 


He dragged her back to him. Giving her one long, slow, lick before the heel of her foot met 
his stomach and she flipped him back. He landed on the furs with a rasping, dry laugh. A 
sound that quickly ended in a stifled grunt as her hand gripped his throat. 


She felt it flex with a purr as she hitched her knees to his narrow waist. Straddling him. 


“Spirits—Shepard...” He made a low keen, lifting his chin, giving her more of his marked 
throat. She felt him buck up against her. His already waiting erection spearing up her naked 
stomach. “Harder. Please. Be rough with me—I...I...” 


“You fucking love it, Garrus.” Her voice dropped low as she leaned over him. Sharpening. 
Hand squeezing. “I know you do.” 


He bucked into her hand when she gripped him. Rising up to align herself with the slick head 
of his cock. 


“You know, I like it when you beg, Vakarian. I think it suits you.” 


When he tried to buck again her grip on his erection turned punishing. Garrus made a low 
keen. Wordless. Head rolling back on the mound of blankets as his body seemed to tune to 
the feeling. She saw the jump in his arm muscle as he gripped her thighs. 


“If you’re not going to give me what I want, Angel—” He panted, lifting his head to watch 
her sink down onto him, one, hard motion, taking him all with only a brief sear of pain. “Ill 
have to take it.” 


His breath was rapid, fast, blue eyes now hazy with want. Her red hair slipped forward off 
her shoulder when she leaned over him. Panting softly. The moment she began to move on 
top of him, Garrus whined. 


“Fuck—yes—” One hand went weakly to grip her waist. Arching under her. “Ride me, 
female. Please. Just like that.” 


She liked the way his chest flexed as he began to pant. Letting her fuck him as hard and as 
fast as she wanted, holding her steady by her waist until she felt the rapid approach of her 
climax. Followed by the telltale heat of him inside her, the rigid, almost painful firmness of 
his cock, telling her he was ready to come. 


The second she stopped Garrus writhed. “No, no, wait, please, Shepard,” He slid one leg up 
behind her, trying to buck up into her for more friction. “Don’t stop, spirits, I need—don’t—” 


He made a growling trill when she squeezed his throat. Rising up on her knees enough that he 
almost, almost, withdrew from her entirely. He was throbbing. Ready. Desperate and seconds 
away from emptying into her. 


“What’s the matter, Angel?” Her voice was hoarse and low. Out of breath. “I thought you 
liked denial.” 


“Jane...spirits...please...” that desperate keen in his voice. Gripping her waist as he tried 
futilely to pull her down onto him again. To rewarm his needing erection. 


She gave a light, teasing thrust down onto him, not sinking any deeper. “I thought you 
wanted to keep me here.” 


It was damn hard to resist. But, hell, did he look good under her. This massive, deadly turian, 
all sleek muscle and deadly aim, writhing beneath her, begging her to let him finish. To feel 
her come. 


“Female—please—” His head lifted to look down at where they were joined. “You’re burning 
—tready for me. Let me feel it,” he panted. 


Her fingers squeezed on his throat, pushing him back down. “Are you going to give me what 
I want?” 


His chest rose and fell even faster as he nodded. No hesitation. 


“You're going to fuck me the way I know you can, Vakarian. You won’t pull out until you’re 
empty.” 


He keened again. Bucking up eagerly, though she didn’t let him push in. “Yes, yes, please...” 


His talons moved in to encircle her waist. Ready. Waiting her command. Jane’s hand slid up 
his throat, squeezing his jaw. Voice hard when she spoke. 


“Then do it.” 


She barely had a second to get it out before he flipped her over. Belly down on the mattress. 
Pinning her by the waist as he began fucking into her feverishly, wild and hard, snarling the 
moment he’d fully reseated inside of her. 


Every huffing, labored sound of his breath matched his movement. Jane only had an instant, 
just a brief, slipping moment before he’d driven her up and over the edge. Her fist clenched 
the blankets. Breath collapsing into a gasping moan. 


She felt the heat of his body press against her back as he lowered over her. Still fucking. 
Snarling softly against her shoulder when he felt her come. Spearing deeper into her belly. 
Bucking into her, fast and hard until he was spilling into her, warming her from the inside, 
unstopping. 


Her back bowed under the weight of her second orgasm. One of his hands moved up to 
squeeze her breast, tongue lulling from his mouth to test his mark on her neck. She felt the 
flex of his chest against her back as he continued to pant, to fuck, to fill her a second time, 
and then again, until her legs were too weak to bear weight. A fact that seemed to spur him 
over the edge. 


Garrus made a low growl as he pushed the swollen base of his cock into her.Jane made a 
stifled hiss at the sting. The bright burn, replaced by the swallowing, blinding feeling of her 
final climax, taking all of him as he collapsed over her, keeping her pinned with his weight 
against the bedding. 


For a moment all they did was catch their breath. Garrus licking at the side of her neck while 
he purred for her. Occasionally pressing into her with a low keen. Still spilling heat into her 
belly. Eventually his hand left her breast to find hers on the blankets. Sliding beneath it. The 
only thing either of them could do then was sleep. 


When she woke again it was to the soft slide of the door. The quiet approach of footsteps and 
ruffling of blankets. She recognized the familiar, warm smell of Nihlus as he lifted her from 
the bed and carried her to the showers. Keeping the door open and the lights off to avoid that 
unpleasant sting to her eyes. 


The water was warm the second he put her under it. He bowed over her to nuzzle her hair, 
letting her rest her head on his chest with his arms around her. After a minute or so he pulled 
away to lower to his knees and soothe her lingering ache with his tongue. 


Jane leaned back against the tile with a soft exhale. Loving the way his mouth felt as he 
licked, gentle and warm, until she pulled back on his fringe and drew him back to her. He slid 
easily between her thighs, lifting her to let her legs wrap around him as he breached her. 


His mouth found hers under the warm water. Soft, heated kisses that had her panting as he 
rocked into her. He moved slow, deep, drawing her up and over the edge with him rapidly. 
She panted his name as he pushed in, fully, locking them together, stroking her belly with his 
thumb as he filled her. 


Jane let her head fall back to rest on his warm chest. His talons moved to stroke her wet hair. 
Purring to her. 


Even when he withdrew, they stayed like that. Together. Warm in the dark. 
“How long did we sleep?” she asked quietly. 
She felt his mouth press softly to the top of her hair. 


“A couple of hours. We made the jump. We’re on the route now. I thought you’d want to see 
it.” 


Jane lifted her head to bring her mouth to his. “Are you tired?” 
Nihlus made a low rumble. “Not yet. It’s still early in the evening.” 


He let her down to stand, though his arms stayed around her. A second later she heard Garrus 
coming in behind him. The two exchanged a glance before Garrus came to her. Blue eyes 
vivid in the dark. 


“Did I hurt you?” 
His hand went to her waist. To a few red marks his talons must’ve left behind. 


“Nothing serious. I’m alright,” she told him. 


Garrus made a soft keen as Nihlus nuzzled the side of his face. “I'll give her medigel, pup. 
You didn’t make her bleed.” 


Jane gazed up at the two of them. Watching Nihlus bow to press his forehead to Garrus’s. 


“Come see where we are,” he rasped quietly. An invitation both of them followed, washing 
quickly before redressing and heading for the control ramp. 


Aleena and Wrex were at the mess table when they emerged. Greeted immediately by Wrex’s 
low, rumbling laugh. 


“Finally moving us to the undership, boss? Maybe I'll finally get some sleep—now that I 
don’t have to hear you three in the next bunk over.” 


She heard Garrus growl as they passed. 


“Oh, please,” Aleena scoffed, leaning back in her chair with her boots on the table. “Like you 
didn’t think it was hot.” 


None of them said anything. Though Jane couldn’t help but shake her head with a smile as 
they made their way up the ramp. 


Nihlus had the map cued up on screen. She could see their ship and its trajectory, just as 
they’d laid it out beforehand. 


“It’s perfect,” Jane said, stopping just in front of it. 


Nihlus rumbled, a prideful sound. Reaching to point a talon at the holo. “We’re about a day 
from the asteroid belt that bottlenecks the route. We shouldn’t move there yet—” 


“Not until we draw some attention, first,” Jane agreed. 
She heard him purr. Shifting to stand closer behind her. “Exactly.” 


Jane glanced out at the stars, at empty space, feeling something start to burn, to scratch, 
inside of her. 


“Garrus. Get on the frequency scanner. See what you can pick up.” 
Garrus made that same rumble. A sound of pride. “On it.” 


He shifted forward to stand beside her. Talons working rapidly to key in a few commands. 
Bringing up the sound of radio silence. 


“Whatever it picks up will show on the radar,” Garrus told her. Still typing swiftly, until there 
was a small break in the static. 


“There,” Jane said. “What was that?” She stepped closer to the screen. 


Nihlus moved closer to the control. “I?ll approach.” 


“Kryik, are we cloaked?” 

Garrus didn’t take his eyes from his work when he spoke. 
“Affirmative,” Nihlus answered. "The second we hit the jump.” 

Garrus glanced over at the holo. “I’m circling the signal. Do you see it?” 
Nihlus growled. “No, it’s—” 

There,” 


Jane’s firm voice cut between them. She saw the small blip, a flash of light, coming again as 
the signal circled back. Another break in the static. 


“Wrex, go get Arterius,” she said. 


The krogan made a lumbering sigh as she heard him stand. “Probably with that hunk of meat 
he’s keeping in the airlock. Fucking batarian reeks the whole hallway.” 


Balak. 

Nihlus braced over the control panel. “Tell me what you want, Shepard.” 
“Move closer. Garrus, you said our heat signature is cloaked, right?” 
“Affirmative. Want me to engage?” 

“Engage artillery. I want us ready.” 

“Lowering defense,” he told her. “I see it—just give me—” 


Static broke as an unfamiliar voice came in over the comms. “...A day out from the raid. 
Where the hell is Balak? I can’t get him on his comms.” 


She felt it, the second her blood ignited. That name. 
“How do we know if there are hostages on board?” she asked. 


Garrus crossed behind her to join Nihlus at the control. “I can scan the heat signature. See 
how many are on board.” 


“T told you. My brother ’: a flake. Probably cock deep in one of his humans right now. He’ll 
call when hes ready to move.”’ 


A second voice breached the quiet. Making Garrus pause. Making any air leave the room for 
just that one, fleeting second. 


Jane stared down at the radar. When Garrus spoke, his voice was low. Quiet. 


“The ship is empty. Just two on the pilot’s deck.” 


That dark, breathless second as both of them looked at her. Waiting. Jane took a step back 
from the screen. Keying up her comms on her omni-tool. 


“Saren.” 
A moment of silence. Followed by Arterius’s low voice. “What?” 


Jane didn’t hesitate. ““Wrex is coming to you.” She gazed out at the stars. At the approaching 
glimmer of a ship. One they could see. That couldn’t see them. “Bring Balak.” 


She ended the comms before he could argue. Feeling Nihlus’s hand come to rest on the back 
of her neck. Guiding her to stand between him and the controls. She felt the low reverb of his 
words in his chest. A dark growl. 


“Don’t look when he comes.” 


As long as he could see. As long as he could watch. That’s all Jane cared about. She only 
needed a minute. Just a few seconds, to show him. How quickly it could happen. How fast 
someone you loved could die. While all you could do was stand there, and watch. 


She would make him see that. 


She didn’t turn when she heard footsteps on the ramp. Saren’s low voice, “Kryik.” Followed 
by Nihlus’s, “I’ve got her.” 


There was a heavy sound. A sharp cry as something, someone, was dropped to the floor. The 
ragged, clinging breath of something living, just barely, kneeling behind her. 


“Look, Balak.” 


Her voice was the only one to pierce the dark. Only to be joined a second later by the sound 
of laughter over the comms. There was shuffling as Saren must’ve grabbed him. Held him 
upright. Tailed by the gurgling, half desperate sound of Balak’s voice. 


“No 29 


The only word he could manage. The exact word she had said, watching John fall, watching 
the color of his blood darken the dirt—soak warm through her shirt. 


“Garrus.” 
Vakarian was silent as he hit the key. 
The heavy lurch of the ship. 


A trial of red in the dark. Giving them only a second. Just a brief, screaming moment of panic 
to see the missile as it came. Then nothing but static as their ship vanished into fire. 


She heard the batarian make a sound. Something raw. Maybe a scream. Something Saren 
quickly silenced. Leaving only the shuffle of his boots to be heard as he backed away. 


“Well done, Shepard,” he rumbled. 
Though Jane didn’t let the words sink in. Not yet. Not when they’d only just started. 


She didn’t turn her gaze from the burning ruin of the ship as Nihlus began to pull them away. 
Speaking low when she finally did. 


“Let’s find the next one,” she said. 


Chapter End Notes 


Is it cheating if I write extra long chapters now that we're getting close? ;( 
I'm giving props to Nihlus for both teaching Garrus how to care for Shepard, while 
teaching Shepard how to tame a brat. 


Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work! 


